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A picture held us captive. And we could not get outside it, for it lay in our language and 
language seemed to repeat it to us inexorably. -Wittgenstein, Philosophical Investigations 
 
Through an adventure filled with hardship and exploration, Xiao Ma discovered time’s 
most basic truth, one that had been obstructed by his eyes: seeing was not believing. If he 
had been born blind, or if he had never seen that damned old desk clock, he would never 
have considered time to be round. The ticks had not been imprisoned, not ever. Not being 
able to see is a limitation; so is being able to see. - Bi Feiyu, Massage 
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SIDESTEPPING SECULARISM: PERFORMANCE AND IMAGINATION IN 
BUDDHIST TEMPLE-SCAPES IN CONTEMPORARY CHINA  
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Major Professor: Robert P. Weller, Professor of Anthropology 
 
ABSTRACT 
Why, in the second decade of the 21st century, do Chinese temple-goers visit 
Buddhist temples even if they are religiously unaffiliated, folk religionists, or even self-
proclaimed secularists? How can we develop new conceptual tools to better understand 
religious involvement in contemporary China?  
The thesis investigates the significances of temple-based activities under late 
socialist state secularism, which defines religion in a specific way. It suggests that temple 
participation allows diverse Chinese citizens to flexibly negotiate modernity, sidestep 
institutional constraints, and introduce ritual-religious momentums to their temple-going 
lives in a mainstream society. Based on fifteen months of fieldwork, the study identifies 
and documents three stylistic forms of temple participation that are widely accessible and 
require no prior religious commitments: making wish-vows, drawing efficacious lots, and 
providing residential temple services. It refines a method of ritual analysis for studying 
how these non-institutional activities affect temple-goers’ self-understandings and their 
worldly stances.   
  xv 
Theoretically, the dissertation discusses the social conditions for creative actions 
and the relationship between religious participation and state secularism. It shows that 
“temples” as spatial entities can be a place for many-sided meaningful activities and an 
incubator for complex visions of life, outside the conventional typecast of sacred spaces 
based on institutional religious differences. In late socialist China, Buddhist temples exist 
as semi-public sites because of an inclusive Mahayana Buddhist ideal of bodhisattva 
practices and, paradoxically, because of a state secularist policy that endorses “Religious 
Activities Venues” as spatial and even residential units. 
Overall, the dissertation treats Chinese temple-goers as our interlocutors sharing 
the global modernist predicament of state secularism. We theorize a sidestepping, non-
confrontational mode of religious activism, move beyond a dichotomous view of 
religiosity and secularity, and consider the existing creative transformative processes of a 
hegemonic linear-developmental view of history. Temples as places of self-
transformation are historically constituted sites within the sovereign state spaces. When 
Chinese temple-goers reconfigure their historical selves by actively visiting temple 
spaces, they also open the possibility of different futures for the late socialist regime. This 
brings us to an anthropology of religion effectively considering the making of humanity 
in contemporary China in a shared modern world.  
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CHAPTER ONE THINKING ABOUT HISTORY AND AGENCY FROM A 
CHINESE-BUDDHIST TEMPLE-SCAPE 
 
The sense of possibility may be defined 
practically as the ability to think of what 
could just as well be the case, and not to 
take that which is [the case]as more 
important than that which is not. One sees 
that the effects of such a creative talent can 
be remarkable, and regrettably they may 
sometimes allow that which people admire 
to appear as false, and that which they 
forbid to appear as permissible. Robert 
Musil (1930), The Man without Qualities, 
translated by Michael Carrithers (2005) 
 
 
Chapter Organization 
This anthropological dissertation aims to illuminate the way in which Chinese 
Buddhist temples have made space for diverse temple goers to pursue complex activities 
in their own directions, even within the political-institutional confines of the late socialist 
party-state. It is well known that the late socialist party-state upholds a view of modernity 
that limits religious activism. However, the public have often failed to understand either 
the conceptual substance of the Chinese party-state’s official view of modernity or how it 
specifically influenced the establishment of new religious institutions in post-
revolutionary China. Analysts also have not engaged sufficiently with the theoretical 
challenges behind these political conditions. As a result, Anglo-American readers often 
failed to recognize “temple spaces” as a central arena in the contemporary socio-religious 
landscape in China; a fact that is apparent to many – and perhaps most – Chinese citizens.  
“Temple spaces” as a field of action – well known to our ethnographic 
interlocutors – and the implications of what temple-goers do within these spaces cannot 
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be clear unless we are versed in the specific historical contexts and narratives native to 
China. To enable Anglo-American readers to see this ethnographic picture in the context 
of a specific history, this thesis places the phenomenon within a broader history of 
Chinese modernity and, tentatively, within a potentially more general history of modern 
state secularism. Accordingly, I have chosen analytically not to approach the 
phenomenon narrowly through conventional categories of compartmentalized religions. 
The introduction chapter itself is not ethnographic. Its aim is twofold: 
First, the chapter clarifies the structural conditions that have set certain strictures 
on religious activities in mainland China in the late 2010s. In particular, it clarifies the 
use of the term “religion” in the context of modern and contemporary Chinese histories 
and preliminarily discusses a linear-developmental view of history that still shapes how 
“religion” is defined and how “secularism” is reasoned in China (this is further developed 
in the conclusion chapter). 1  
In addition, the introduction introduces new conceptual terms such as “temple-
scape,” “sidestepping,” and “ritual” that the thesis has developed to tell a story of temple 
activities under state secularism. The protagonists in the ethnography are temple-goers in 
the Chinese Buddhist temple-scape, which is a field of action involving physical and 
conceptual spaces broader than either a “monastery” (an institution formed by Buddhist 
                                                        
1Another debate centers on whether the western term “religion” is relevant at all for discussing Chinese 
lives, especially in situations where “religion” is not in social use as a state administration category. For 
methodological reflections on the problem of using categories of religious identity to track the presence and 
influences of non-monotheistic religions in Chinese societies, see C.K. Yang 1967; Thoraval 1996; Yang 
and Hu 2012; and Zhang and Lu 2018. The analytical problem plays around the tension between 
generating/sharpening general analytic categories and doing justice to historical specificities. 
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monastics) or a “Religious Activities Venue” (a peculiar institutional space established 
by the party-state).   
Overall, the thesis features temple-goers – namely, anyone visiting these temple 
spaces – as unique historical actors in China.  What they do in the temple spaces is 
“historical” in the sense that temple-goers in China have consciously engaged with 
religious opportunities to effect changes in their lives in a modern time regulated by the 
late socialist state authorities. Chinese temple-goers – as citizens – are cognizant of the 
political boundaries within which they live their life and pay respect to the state-set 
constraints. Meanwhile, they have transcended and transformed those political constraints 
by actively introducing religious influences into their lives and their sense of well-being 
in an authoritarian state. In order to see how Chinese citizens relate to “temple spaces” or 
what it means for them to go to temples and join temple activities, our first challenge is to 
familiarize ourselves with a history in which the relationship between “politics” and 
“religion” follows a different trajectory from that of Anglo-American histories.  
The following introduction consists of four sections. The first section traces the 
place of “religion” in a political history of Chinese modernity. The second section 
introduces the setting of Chinese Buddhist temple-scapes in late socialist China, 
highlighting both the theological-spiritual orientation of Chinese temple Buddhism and 
the institutional status of Buddhist temples in the party-state. The third section introduces 
ritual analyses as a method of tracing critical self-fashioning moments among Chinese 
temple-goers who otherwise do not take on a religious identity. The last section reports 
the dissertation’s fieldwork process and summarizes the ethnographic chapters. Footnotes 
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in this chapter are extensive, with more contextual details to provide readers not familiar 
with China studies with a particular historical context for discussing “religions;” a 
context which is vital to the thesis. The chapter accomplishes its goal if readers, by the 
end of the chapter, begin to see “religion,” “Buddhist temple,” “ritual,” and “temple 
participation” differently and discern how they appear in a late socialist Chinese story. 
Readers who expect more ethnographic encounters may read any of the ethnographic 
chapters before reading the introduction.  
 
The Place of Religion in Chinese Modernity 
Words, Meanings, and Power 
When one encounters phrases like “temple participation” or “Buddhist temples,” 
nowadays both Anglo-American and Chinese audiences tend to pick a concept of religion 
(zongjiao) to interpret the situation at hand. However, the notion of religion carries quite 
different meanings and weight for a Chinese audience. In fact, “religion” is a politically 
sensitive topic in late socialist China, especially after the authoritarian turn taken by the 
party-state in the late 2010s. Self-censoring – including self-constraint on social 
behaviors is common in mainland China.  
The effects of state secularism on how various Chinese citizens approach 
religious issues are not negligible. Yet, the late socialist state’s anxiety about the idiom of 
religion is not exclusively rooted in socialism itself.  Rather, we Anglo-American 
observers must understand the trajectory of state secularism in contemporary China in the 
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historical context of Chinese modernity, in which context the late socialist state is a 
successor to a particular modernist view of politics.  
In this historical perspective, the social and political anxiety trigged by the idiom 
of “religion” in China is just symptomatic of the ongoing uneasy relationship between the 
Chinese polity and a project of modernity that entails a universal and linear-
developmental conception of history. Over the past four decades, even though the post-
revolutionary party-state suspends its communist utopian aspirations to accommodate to 
pragmatic and nationalistic concerns, it has nonetheless committed unwaveringly to a 
project of modernization (xiandai hua). To the extent that “modernization” – however 
modernity is understood – continues to set the parameter of a better life and social 
progresses, the place of religion and religious agency in political histories deserves more 
historical inquiries.  
Let us begin with the term itself.  Historically, the phrase 宗教 (Ch. zongjiao, 
tsung-chiao, Jp. shūkyō, Ko. chonggyo) as the Sinographic rendition of the Anglo-Saxon 
category of “religion” only dated back to the 1870s, when the Meiji Japanese coined the 
neologism by combining the characters of zong (lineage organizations) and jiao 
(discursive teachings).2 For the Meiji Japanese state reformers and intellectual-political 
                                                        
2 Before the modern political changes, the idea of discursive teachings (jiao) was the central site of power 
negotiations and intellectual debates under Chinese regimes. The classic conception of “Three Teachings” 
(Buddhism, Confucianism, and Daoism) was formulated during the Tang Dynasty (618-907) when 
Buddhist monks sought to legitimate their influences under imperial rule. Matteo Ricci (1552-1610) and 
other early Jesuit missionaries under the Ming rule worked hard to persuade their interlocutors to recognize 
the European “Orthodox Teaching of the Lord of Heaven (tianzhu zhengjiao)” beyond the indigenous 
paradigm of Three Teachings. In the late nineteen century, Protestant missionaries in China consciously 
engaged with the Three Teachings paradigm. William Muirhead (1822-1900) from the London Missionary 
Society, in particular, combined this local engagement with the emerging comparative religion studies back 
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elites, it was a time when almost every vocabulary needed to be re-invented, given that 
the imperial western countries (seiyō no shokoku) had replaced the Middle Kingdom 
(chūgoku) as a magnetic center of civilization, and given that the former had furnished a 
full array of new codes of life. Such inventive efforts included renaming the Middle 
Kingdom as shina – namely, the transliteration of “China” in Anglo-Saxon discourses – 
and re-narrating Chinese histories as obsolete historical past in the light of a new 
universal history of mankind (Tanaka 1995). The Meiji modernization project was so 
effective that it not only disrupted a (Western) civilizational hierarchy but also 
transformed Japan into an emergent civilization center attracting waves of Qing 
intellectuals, especially after the Qing state’s military defeat by the new state of Japan in 
1898. At the turn of the twentieth century, progressive Chinese reformers introduced the 
Japanese translation of religion in the Roman languages into Chinese discourse, along 
with a volley of other translated western idioms, and promoted their institutionalization 
for a new era of power politics.3 
 For the stakeholders of the modernist Chinese states, unsettlingly, the category of 
religion-zongjiao was barely dispensable. Given that full-fledged modernity seemed to lie 
so far beyond the present time that its seekers could only devote themselves to an endless 
transitional process of modernization, the category’s affinity with either modernism or 
                                                                                                                                                                     
home and wrote a brochure about “Five Teachings” (A General Discussion of Five Teachings: 
Confucianism, Buddhism, Daoism, Islam, and Christianity, written in Chinese, published in Japan). See 
Chen 2012; Ji 2018; Josephson 2011, 2015; Yu 2005:5-25; etc. 
 
3 On ways that translation of concepts and thoughts joined the power plays between tradition and modernity 
at the torrential fin-de-siè-cle in China, see Cohen 1987; Schwartz 2009[1964]; Levenson 1953; and Liu 
2004, etc. 
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anti-modernism gave it a peculiar role in clarifying the agenda of modernity.4 As scholars 
of modern Chinese histories have shown, the political creation of a separate institutional 
sphere called zongjiao –“Religion” with a capital R – within the modern state spaces 
itself was co-constitutive of creating those modern state spaces. 5  After the Xinhai 
Revolution in 1911 that overthrew Manchurian-Mandarin rule, the time was past when a 
Chinese polity could derive its legitimate source of power from a supreme emperor who 
exclusively and fully embodied Heaven’s Mandate (tianming). Since then the necessity of 
a modern Chinese polity has been contingently justified by the pressing business of 
entering a modern history, whose purported universality has irrevocably provincialized 
the Chinese pasts (Levenson 1968). Since then the category of religion-zongjiao has 
become one of the critical modernist categories, by defining and regulating the meaning 
of which various modernist Chinese state authorities have made their powerful existence 
alive and felt.  
The Making of the Modern Political Subjects Cognizant of Religion-zongjiao 
To put it another way, the category of religion-zongjiao in modern/contemporary 
Chinese states carries a peculiar connotation of modernism that is political-historical in 
nature. Hence, it stands as a contentious signifier pointing to China’s problematic 
                                                        
4 A long-lasting question that has drawn social attention and contentious debates over more than a century’s  
time is whether Confucianism is religion or not, whether everything implicated in a Ru way of life (which 
is more than the “ism” of Confucian teachings) is religious or not. On the social arguments of interpreting 
the Ru tradition as Religion or not and their stakes in the regime of modernity, see Bell 2010; Billioud and 
Thoraval 2015; Sun 2013.  
 
5 On the institutionalization process of the imported category of Religion in modern China and its political 
impacts, especially during the first decades of the 20th century, see Goossaert 2006; Goossaert and Palmer 
2011; Laliberté 2011; Nedostup 2009; Poon 2011; M. Yang 2008. 
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relationship with the political project of modernity – however various state stakeholders 
may define and redefine it. In fact, in a country where the concept of religion-zongjiao 
once indicated no self-evident reality (or realities), it was due to the top-down modernist 
state campaigns that the term became publicly intelligible. Interested in membership in 
the modern state spaces, a massive number of people came to be involved in locally 
identifying any social entities that could potentially correspond to the floating category of 
“religion” or – as they are alternatively referred as – “superstitions” (mixin, blind faiths) 
(esp. Nedostup 2009).  
According to James Scott, legibility is an inherent aspect of statecraft by which 
(modern) state authorities define their state spaces and transform amorphous and discrete 
societies into  new subjects of a universal modern regime (Scott 1998). While pre-modern 
Chinese statecraft already involved legibility practices (which Scott did have in mind), 
the making of an entity called religion-zongjiao – specifically understood as a distinctive 
form of organization of western origin – came with the legibility-making statecrafts that 
were definitively modern.6 In fact, precisely because of the emptiness of the idioms of 
religion-zongjiao, superstition-mixin, or even science-kexue in a Chinese society during 
the modern-transition periods, the social mobilization of these terms in elite-led mass 
campaigns formulated sharp for-or-against positions in order to push for modernizing 
changes. Hence, the dissemination process of these terms was at the same time a political 
                                                        
6 Admittedly, there are all kinds of actors who may take interest in joining various project of legibility-
making –such as scholars who like debates and arguments on the basis of pure intellectual curiosity (if 
there is such a thing in the realm of collective knowledge production). However, regarding the question of 
religion, here it precisely lies the risk of representing religion as trans-historical essences while seeing 
oneself as merely being intellectual rather than participating in particular historical constructions. This is 
where Talal Asad comes up with his critique of Geertz’s approach (Asad 2003). 
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process during which disparate masses turned themselves – or, were turned by others – 
into subjects of the modern.7 
Ironically, even the radical state denial of religion-zongjiao under the 
revolutionary communist regime (1952-1982) helped factually create the entity of 
religion-zongjiao on a massive scale by imprinting the idiom onto the skin of numerous 
concrete people. Put into active use as a key category for purposefully re-making social 
realities, the coined phrase “religion-zongjiao” gained significance and became widely 
intelligible among Chinese-speaking audiences under communist rule, yet still, through 
the idiom’s surmised relationship to a narrative of the project of modernity.8  
We must note that the communist project against religions took place at a time 
when the possibility of alternative/multiple modernities was hardly imaginable globally.9 
                                                        
7 A similar situation is seen in India, where rationalism and criticism of religion were organized in similar 
campaigns to build up a modern way of life. The rationalists and Hindu fundamentalist were alike in their 
elite standing and in their intention to transform the whole population into modern subjects. See Quack 
2012.  
 
8 The attack on what fell under religion-zongjiao culminated in the “Smashing the Four Olds” Movement in 
1966, which identified “old thoughts”, “old cultures”, “old customs”, and “old habits” as the main sites of 
intervention. It entailed eradicating superstitions, confiscating religious properties, converting temple 
spaces to productive secular spaces such as schools, factories, government buildings, and household 
building venues; disrobing clergy and turning them into secular members of the state-society, etc. Still, the 
communist campaigns should be analytically seen as a radical form of modernism. Their vocabularies have 
a particular genealogy rooted in a modernist history. The New Culture Movement under the nationalist rule 
in early modern China in the 1910s and 1920s similarly sought to combat “ignorance and superstition” 
(yumei he mixin) with an Enlightenment-scientific ideology. Meanwhile, while suspicious religions-
zongjiao were attacked, scholars note the range of new ritual activities that had been on the rise to sacralize 
a communist utopian regime, especially surrounding the Mao cult (Chau 2010, Zuo 1991).  
 
9 S.N Eisenstadt, for example, only turned to comparative civilizational analysis after the late 1970s. It took 
another decade for a Weberian analysis of structure, culture, and agency to be “placed on a different level 
in the study of the Axial Age civilizations” and to be “divested of the earlier modernization bias (Delanty 
2004:392). Regarding the overarching framework for explaining social changes, over the shift from 
“modernization” to the “age of globalization” (which can be understood as capitalist modernity de-
territorialized when, for example, Asian societies re-centered global capitalism from 1960s to 1990s, c.f. 
Appadurai 1996), the long-lasting appeal of Wallerstein’s world-system theory remained up to the 1990s. 
On the historicity of the theories of our time, see Hite 2000. 
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In fact, when the country was under modernization under nationalist rule, early Chinese 
Marxists/communists had positioned themselves as epochal vanguards (xianfeng) who 
lived not so much in the present time but ahead of a universal developmental time. Their 
claims of the communist modernity stood not so much as an alternative to the liberal-
capitalist modern status quo, but rather as a more advanced form of universalism that was 
“scientifically” justifiable (Dirlik 2002, 2005).  Its claims were to subvert the temporal-
political configuration so that, “by the standards of the Marxist contenders,” in “an age of 
contention for proletarian hegemony, to be bourgeois was anachronistic” (Levenson 
1969:7). The claims were to give a termless warranty that would almost guarantee a 
Chinese polity to become decisively modern, and even categorically “more” modern than 
contemporaneous examples of the liberal-capitalist modern states.10  Hence, as it was 
believed, the universal demise of religion-zongjiao — along with other precarious, 
historically passing entities such as private-ownership-siyouzhi or state-guojia — was a 
necessary aspect of truly modern progress. It was believed that the advent of a definitive 
modern time was a “natural” order of time that could be accelerated by means of 
revolutionary reconstitutions11 and by means of radically liquidating not only the past(s), 
                                                                                                                                                                     
 
10 In the post-WWII period, socialist and capitalist models of development and modernization competed in 
opposition to one another. However, in the post-Cold War world, the symbolic binary between the so-
called liberal world and the communist other continues to make spaces of exclusion and consequently 
excludes possible new common ground. On the socialist and post-socialist aspiration for a “more modern 
future” in “transition societies” where modernity is still taken as a given, see Brandtstädter (2007) and other 
essays in the special issue. 
 
11 Here it lied the departure of the Chinese communists from the Communist International, especially 
regarding the Maoist view of revolution from the countryside in a country where industries were poor 
(Meisner 1999).  
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which seemed to be obsolete and impertinent, but also the present – seen as having no 
future. 
Here, in our encounter with a modernizing China, we find the exercise of a 
secular state power pointing disturbingly to a general human condition. Namely, it is 
through the global political projects of modernity that territories of the religious are 
constructed, contested, and transgressed in relation to a predominant state existence that 
strives to maintain the regime of modernity perpetually. Conventionally, in a liberal-
secular understanding of modernity, secularism is not understood as an active exercise of 
state powers; quite the opposite, it refers to a principle of state neutrality toward the 
sphere of the religious, which tends to be equated with the private sphere of beliefs by the 
liberal subjects. 12  However, as Asad points out in a series of historical-comparative 
treatises, secularism emerged historically as a political doctrine of the modern state 
entailing active reorganization of collective political lives under an overarching state 
authority (Asad 2003, 2009). Such a modern state is not to be identified automatically 
with liberal democracy because when modernity is “used to mark historical time, …there 
are states – authoritarian and/or religious – that have an arguable claim to being 
considered modern” (Asad 2016:208).  
                                                        
12 Given the ideology of privatization is so prominent in the rhetoric of the dominant liberal model of 
modernity, the “de-privatization of religion” that turns religious affairs as something more than private 
beliefs is seen as something unnatural, against expectation, and in need of theorization (Casanova 1994).  
Hence there is also the distinction between spirituality and religiosity; a distinction that is rather a result of 
moral and political construction rather than a matter-of-fact description (Ammerman 2013; Davie et al. 
2017). Over the past decade, there have been enough reflections on the fallacious divisions between Public 
and Private, Church and State, Reason and Feeling that more than often prevent one from grasping the 
place of religion in contemporary lives (Connolly 1999; Hann, 2000; Warner, VanAntwerpen and Calhoun, 
2010). In Asia, given the controversy and indeterminacy of modernity itself, all these categories exist as 
modern constructions with contested, ambiguous meanings, especially regarding the spiritual/religious 
(Van der Veer 2009, 2013). 
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For better or worse, the People’s Republic of China is a modern state that declares 
commitment to a political project of modernity, derives its legitimacy from modernist 
claims, demands recognition from other modern states, and lives on treatments as such in 
a modern/modernist international order. For China’s state stakeholders whose actions are 
deeply enmeshed in global structures of modernity, what is at stake domestically is rarely 
about micro-managing everyday lives where various groups of people may formulate and 
represent a varying binary between the religious and the secular. Rather, the stakes hang 
precariously on the hegemony of a modern sovereign state power that “decides the 
distinction between religion and politics... [,which distinction] stands prior to both these 
categories [i.e. religion and politics], and in its [i.e. the sovereign state power’s] 
indeterminacy cannot be chalked down to either one of them [i.e. religion or politics]” 
(Agrama 2012:186). To the extent that China’s party-state authorities continue to 
recognize political modernity as an unfulfilled goal, what is being actively delimited and 
defined is not only the sphere of religions but more importantly the range of state 
institutions that can be authorized to govern religious affairs. 13 These state-authorized 
institutions have allowed various state actors (more than cadres and officials) to draw on 
the category of religion-zongjiao to negotiate the relationship between their institutional 
selves and modernity, for the purpose of redefining modern state politics (esp. Ashiwa 
                                                        
13 It is a common fallacy to suppose that the “state” is more or less a settled and unified entity in 
considering the state-religion dynamics in the People’s Republic of China. Over the regime’s 70 years of 
history up to 2019, the drastic back-and-forth changes of the institutional location of some sort of “religion-
governing” section (which has foundational impact on the power dynamics on religious affairs state-wide) 
reflects a constantly evolving legal-political field of the P.R.C. state, which itself is changing dynamically.  
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and Wank 2009). And yet, admission to this institutional-political territory has remained 
highly ideological – hence regulated and increasingly exclusive and costly.  
 
Other Imaginations: Reconsidering That Religious Activism along the Official Lines  
Given that religion-zongjiao is reserved as a state category in the party-state of 
China, can one think about forms of religious activism that have historical significance in 
a way that is not reducible to fighting for or against particular definitions of religion-
zongjiao? If one has to accept that modern time defines the overarching temporal 
framework of one’s sociopolitical existence in contemporary China, are there commonly 
accessible forms of religious activism which may de-couple religious engagement from 
both modernist and anti-modernist arguments? If there are such accessible forms of 
religious participation, to what extent can their active uses transform the meaningful life 
structures upon which a human being lives in a contemporary this-world? In other words, 
to what extent is it possible for those involved in religious activities to carve out 
historical arenas of action beyond the social novelties instituted by modern institutions 
(which, in modern China, include the institution of religion-zongjiao)? In short, if what is 
at stake is one’s ability to live in the changing histories of modern time (in which we are 
all a part) and the possibility of a creatively flourishing contemporary life, then, what 
could religious engagements in China possibly do to our shared futures, even in a regime 
steadfastly committed to the political project of modernity?  
This dissertation suggests that one way of thinking through these questions is to 
attend to the spectacular flood of visitors who are in and out of the many temples spaces 
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in the People’s Republic of China, since these spaces started to re-emerge widely under 
the post-revolutionary regime (1979–present). Admittedly, few observers of post-Mao 
Chinese social lives have missed the mushrooming development of temple entities during 
the so-called Open-and-Reform era. However, often the phenomenon is simply seen as an 
indicator of the post-Mao phenomenon of “local religious revival” (difang zongjiao 
fuxing), the framing of which often indicated a culturalist predilection for investigating 
the possibly deep-rooted native stability and continuity that was temporarily interrupted 
by communist policy practices during the radical revolutionary years. 14  Accordingly, 
variations of local practices shaped by local power plays tend to be prioritized, although 
in fact, these have been constrained by the party-state’s strong centralization tendency in 
the post-revolutionary state-building processes. 15  As a result, there has been little 
                                                        
14 In fact, although the phrase “religious revival” appear as a topical index and even a title keyword in a 
good amount of publications, most studies that adopted it just use to introduce the status quo of religious 
lives during post-Mao period without much analytical discussions of the framing itself (for example, Lai 
2005, Vermander 2009). It is reasonable because the late socialist state itself used a language that is close 
to “revival” in its own policy documents, namely, “to make religious lives normal again” (zongjiao 
shenghuo zhengchang hua). Still, the temporal connotation of this “again-ness” deserves more analytical 
discussions. In a literature review essay, Madsen describes the visible religious lives in this period as 
“religious renaissance,” pointing out that it includes “not only revival and re-invention of many traditional 
forms of Chinese religion, but also the creation and creative adaptation of new forms” (Madsen 2011:18). 
For those occasions when the notion of “traditions” is specifically used as rhetorical device to legitimate 
contemporary religious activities, we may need to consider and compare various forms of revivalism 
including both elite cultural revivalism and “peasant cultural revivalism” and their contemporary 
positioning. Adam Chau hints at this but does not follow through (Chau 2006: 95). The usefulness of the 
idiom of revival/renewal as an analytic framework in fact points to a historiographical question regarding 
the commonalities and specificities of different periods during which the idiom of “revival” becomes a 
popular historical narrative device. For example, the late 19th and early 20th century, for Holmes Welch 
(1968) and many others, sufficed to a period of revival of Buddhism in China (in terms of practices, studies, 
and institutions). That revival narrative is also in accordance with the (modern and pre-modern) 
observations of Buddhist revivals in many transitional periods between Chinese dynastic shifts before the 
modern times (e.g. Chen 2007, Yu 1981). 
 
15 The taxation reform of 1994 laid the foundation for the state’s central authorities to distribute 
discretionary power to provincial, regional authorities to allow state reform agenda to take shape as local 
reform agendas. This engineered a long-lasting government formalization process by which the central 
authorities have pushed to clarify the boundary of government behaviors in a vertical power hierarchy.  
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investigation of how late socialist conditions have structured the opportunities for people 
– as citizens of state spaces more than as networked power brokers – to engage with co-
existing temporal-spatial regimes within modernist state spaces. Little examined is also 
the ways in which contemporary temple participation may affect temple participants and 
help generate new forms of social imagination and relationships that re-write or at least 
tinge China’s modernist futures. 
Analytically, this dissertation considers the phenomenon of temple 
participation/development as well as Chinese state uneasiness with religion (zongjiao 
wenti) through the broader problem of historical agency – specifically, the problem of 
conceiving actors who are capable of asserting agency and acting on their own historical 
lives beyond merely reproducing existing socio-historical structures. In light of this, it 
focuses on certain transformative junctures of subjects enabled by a selection of 
accessible forms of religious involvement, from the vantage point of openly accessible 
Buddhist temple spaces.  
Specifically, I suggest that Chinese-Buddhist temple venues have provided a 
critical semi-public arena for diverse Chinese citizens – as temple-goers and temple-
lodgers – to encounter and process their individual religious questions and to make use of 
religious practices for personal transformation under state secularism. In the case of the 
residential Buddhist temples on which the ethnography is based, there is a mixture of 
religious, quasi-religious, cultural, folk, educational, leisure/aesthetic, and residential-
daily activities. In terms of the empirically varied length of time that one spends in 
                                                                                                                                                                     
 
  
16 
temple spaces, we find varieties of Chinese temple-goers co-existing with one another, 
ranging from sight-seers, general temple-goers, and cultivation lodgers, to itinerant and 
resident monastics. All of these visitors are interested in adopting practices within shared 
temple spaces, while still not being homogenized into any monolithic community of 
practice. Significantly, the capacity for temple venues as semi-public sites to 
simultaneously foster diverse modes of imagining and practicing religion is due to both a 
Mahayana Buddhist epistemology and, paradoxically, the socialist state’s secularist 
policy. 
The overall goal of the dissertation is to show through ethnographic accounts how 
temples as semi-public venues have provided unique spaces for the mass of occasional 
temple-goers to articulate their concerns, sacralize their hopes, and objectify their own 
modes of living in contemporary China, where historical agency and religious agency do 
not seem separable. In the remaining sections of the introduction, I would like to address, 
in sequence, the condition of Buddhist temple spaces functioning as semi-public spaces, 
the significance of considering the religiosity of the religiously unmarked Chinese 
temple-goers, the appropriate analytic approach for considering such a hodgepodge 
situation, the use of fieldwork methods, and the organization of the ethnographic 
narratives.  
Eventually, based on our recognition of the semi-public state of these seemingly 
enclosed temple spaces, and of the public-historical potential admitted into such spaces 
through a peculiar political-institutional structure, we will find ourselves on the same 
page with contemporary Chinese temple-goers. After that, we can follow their footsteps 
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as they take up this or that temple activity, catch a glimpse of how they themselves 
experience their non-institutional positions, and consider the alternative points of 
reference that effectively re-structure their relationships with others in a late socialist 
modern world. For now, it all starts with some peculiar land spaces. Chinese state 
authorities have delineated their boundaries, resolving conflicts when land conflicts and 
so on are at issue, and designated such spaces as specialized functional zones hosting 
“religious activities” (zongjiao huodong) that are separate (and separable) from 
mainstream public or private activities. That space, as Chinese temple-goers see it, is the 
space of temples (simiao, si/miao).   
 
The Setting: Chinese Buddhist Temple-scapes in Late Socialist China 
Temples as Semi-Public Venues 
Throughout the dissertation, I treat “Buddhist temples” as a sub-genre of Chinese 
temples. 16  While it is well-noted that “temples have functioned as the epicenter of 
Buddhism’s expansion throughout China” in ancient and contemporary times 
                                                        
16 The analytic choice is based on an anthropological attempt to theorize the idea of the temple in 
contemporary Chinese social life, a work which is beyond the scope of this dissertation. Suffice it say that 
in the study of Chinese religions, the study of “temple religions” and the study of “monasteries” are 
separate. Most scholars conceive prototypical “temple religions” to be “popular,” i.e., village-based, 
whereas “monasteries” are seen as composed by “(institutionalized) monastics,” and thus as “cleric.” My 
fieldwork led me to rethink the conceptual distinction between “temples” and “monasteries” because the 
distinction is unconvincing as seen against empirical realities in late socialist China. When I treat “Buddhist 
temples” as a sub-genre of Chinese temples, and engage in particular with those Buddhist temples with a 
heavy monastic presence, my concern is to explore “temples” as nexuses of a vital communal life in light of 
public formation in a contemporary society. It is beneficial to restate that opposing “community” and 
“society” as a dichotomy is misleading. Whereas Tönnies indeed was opposing Gemeinschaft and 
Gesellschaft, Weber already emphasized continuities and processes through Vergemeinschaftung (i.e., 
communalization) and Vergesellschaftung (i.e, the formation of society ) (Brow 1990; Swedberg & Agevall 
2016, 43). On similar attempts to think about the idea of a “temple” anthropologically and ethnographically, 
see Appadurai & Breckenridge 1976; Appadurai 1981; Ortner 1989; Humphrey and Ujeed 2013. 
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(Vermander 2009: 7; Zürcher 1990), I would emphasize that “temples” as such are not so 
much an extension of a unified Buddhist institution; instead, they are critically predicated 
on Chinese historical-political conditions. What makes “Chinese” a common 
denominator here is the work of political powers that invoke the presence of a Chinese 
regime providing an overarching political-historical structure.  This structure conditions 
the historical presence of concrete temple entities.  
Chinese temples have been spatial entities in imperial and modern Chinese 
regimes. They gather crowds. They trigger aesthetic encounters with buildings, objects, 
and old living trees; entities whose life spans are far beyond that of human lives. They 
collect tales and encourage wide imaginations among the governed. They accommodate 
superstitious activities and give a home to many divinities promising extraordinary 
efficacy. They provide dwelling places to many humans who see no sharp distinction 
between humanity and divinity. They accumulate amenities, books, and credit, and 
become centers of exchange and redistribution. They grow their spaces over time and 
produce time-experiences within their spaces. A landmark place, a Chinese temple is both 
a place where Chinese temple-goers go and a social construction that Chinese temple-
goers build up cumulatively.  
Chinese Buddhist temples are spaces that feature Buddhist divinities while 
remaining open to everyone. Like other Chinese temples, there are many spaces within a 
Chinese Buddhist temple-scape. In terms of architectural arrangements, a Buddhist 
temple-scape entails a multitude of halls, rooms, aisles, courtyards, shaded spots beneath 
trees, and many more functioning spaces to be created in response to the needs of time. 
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This setting creates significant parallel open spaces that enable a variety of activities to 
take place relatively autonomously. In fact, in such a temple setting, many temple 
activities are essentially self-administered practices. In a paradigmatic way reflecting this 
dynamic temple participatory scene, there are always statues of many divine figures 
housed in each worshipping hall for temple-goers to invoke through their own direct 
communicative rituals.  
Meanwhile, the temple activity spaces available for activities other than god-
worshipping rituals are just as important because they create their own centers of 
meanings. As much as the forms of natural landscape are constantly under transformation 
because of dwelling activities (Ingold 1993), the outlook of a Chinese Buddhist temple-
scape remains both stable and fluid. The activities of temple-goers not only endow the 
temple-scape with life and significance, but also introduce new, co-existing spaces to the 
temple-space. They leave traces in the shape of temple-spaces and shape temple-stories 
that temple-goers tell (Figure 1). 
 
Figure 1. A Schematic Representation of a Temple-scape 
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For example, as spaces of co-appearance, temple spaces allow various emergent 
centers of meanings to interpolate and build upon one another with no sharp distinctions 
or boundaries. In this way, leisure activities such as sightseeing often create informal 
conversational spaces, within which occasional temple-goers can gain information and 
knowledge about the practices of other people who might otherwise be outside their 
circle of interaction.  
Or, as often happens, temples provide space for voluntary public services at the 
request of those temple-goers interested in providing these services, but who need an 
accommodating space that is accessible to broader audiences. For instance, in Temple 
Commons, where I did fieldwork, a cascade of spots emerged dynamically when temple-
goers – as citizens – found a pseudo-public space for organizing their own groups such as 
sutra study groups or groups for donating, recycling, and transporting used clothes and 
books to village schools in local or nearby provinces. With the support of the temple’s 
responsible party, these spaces that began with some temple-goers’ personal exploration 
also evolved into permanent rooms that also transformed the temple building interfaces. 
Seeing from the perspective of a broader state space in which temple spaces are situated, 
one finds that anonymous temple-goers receive free legal advice, psychological 
counseling, and children’s classes in Chinese classics, and so on from their co-temple-
goers who are ready to offer their expertise at no charge and who look for no religious 
identity.  
As spatial entities and semi-public sites, Chinese temple spaces open up uncanny 
possibilities and opportunities for forging unexpected social connections. An ethnography 
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can demonstrate what it looks like for Buddhist temples to be locations accommodating 
complex visions of life and self. Analytically, the conditions that enable this spectacle of 
co-present realities are at least two-fold.  
 
An Epistemological Condition: The Bodhisattva Ideal in Mahayana Buddhist Thought 
Religiously speaking, mainstream Chinese Buddhism appeals to a broad strata of 
Chinese society through the popular bodhisattva ideal. The category of “bodhisattva” 
denotes – in canonical Buddhist texts and liturgies – those enlightened or potentially 
enlightened sentient beings, each on their unique path towards the achievement of 
perfection (i.e. Buddhahood or Buddhas, which are categorically plural).17 In popular 
imagination and discourse, “bodhisattvas” appear as worldly role models and designate 
anyone who may offer sympathy, empathy, guidance, or practical assistance to fellow 
humans in need (namely, compassion and wisdom as the paramount virtues in Buddhist 
expression). 
In both levels of discourse, the bodhisattva practice theory is that each individual 
sentient being occupies a unique position in a chain of heterogeneous causes and 
conditions, and thus can only achieve perfection at his/her/its own pace. Yet, in pursuit of 
self-perfection, bodhisattva figures never differentiate themselves from other sentient 
beings, but rather purposefully forego entrance into nirvana in order to offer – from an 
“emic” position – compassion and wise advice to fellow sentient beings, esp. humans.  
                                                        
17 “Sentient beings” denote beings with consciousness, including humans, animals, and others. For an 
introduction to Mahayana Buddhism and the bodhisattva ideal, see Ch’en 2015[1973]; Leighton 2012; 
Williams 2008. 
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In brief, a bodhisattva practice ideal both epitomizes and popularizes the 
Mahayana Buddhist ideal of universal awakening and dialectical transcendence, and has 
had a lasting influence on Asian cultural histories.18 For this anthropological study of 
temple encounters and temple participation, this popular bodhisattva ideology 
acknowledges an equal ontological status for all temple-users. Epistemologically, it 
orients even self-proclaimed Buddhist practitioners toward attuning themselves with co-
present others’ realities, and away from an unequivocal endorsement of a singular 
understanding of reality or a peculiar method of practice.  
This condition relates to how western observers perceive the presence of Buddhist 
monastic figures sharing a semi-public temple venue with other temple goers in China. 
We must be careful not to project the image of a Catholic monastery – premised on 
institutional order – and mistake Chinese Buddhist monastics for monastics or priests in a 
sacred church hierarchy. 19  In Chinese religious scenes, the bodhisattva ideal that I 
discussed above most prominently defines the practice ideal of even self-claimed 
Buddhist practitioners (fojiao xiuxingren). Monks and nuns stand out among these self-
                                                        
18 It has shaped popular and elite sentiments in Chinese communities and societies across history in the 
mainland (Ter Haar 1999), East Asia(Yü 2001), Southeast Asia (Chia 2015), under a Tibetan sphere, as 
well as in a global contemporary world (Duara 2015; Huang 2009). In mainland China, it continues to 
reach new generations who grew up in different periods of the socialist regime through popular media, such 
as dramas on television or countryside street-side theatres, or through epithetic idioms such as “(having) a 
bodhisattva’s heart and gut” (pusa xin chang) or “living bodhisattva” (huo pusa) in the popular linguistic 
repertoire.  
 
19 This does not mean that Catholic terminologies cannot be heuristically useful, especially when they 
provide a bridge for cross-cultural understandings and a potential site of comparative studies. For example, 
as a historian, Holmes Welch had cautiously adopted a wide range of Catholic institutional terms in his epic 
trilogy on modern Chinese Buddhism, in an effort to render the positions and offices in Chinese Buddhist 
monasteries intelligible to western readers (Welch 1967, 1968, 1972). However, while those idioms were 
supposed to be heuristic, they are by no means the only vocabulary for rendering intelligible the scene in 
residential Buddhist temples in China.  
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claimed Buddhists because they dedicate themselves to a comprehensive practice 
program through pledging to observe a standardized set of monastic precepts (jie-lv, 
vinaya, which is common to monastic initiation in Theravada Buddhist traditions 
dominant in Southeast Asia).  
However, on top of the monastic precepts that differentiate monks and nuns from 
others who do not observe the same norms of conduct, Mahayana Buddhist monks and 
nuns (the great majority of Chinese Buddhist monastics) only acquire fully-fledged ritual 
monastic status after pledging to observe an additional set of bodhisattva precepts (pusa 
jie). The bodhisattva precepts commit the pledge-makers to behave like a bodhisattva in 
their everyday circumstances and maintain their practical relevance with diverse human 
beings. In fact, even from a monastic point of view, non-monastics are eligible to pledge 
the same bodhisattva precepts by standing side by side with monastic figures, putting on 
the same ritual practice robe20, and joining the same bodhisattva precept-pledging rituals 
that, for the Chinese Buddhist monastics, conclude and culminate their initiation 
process.21  
                                                        
20 A dark-brown robe called Haiqing, which lay Buddhists and monastics customarily put on when they 
participate in rituals. A historical genealogy of haiqing and “Chinese Buddhist costumes” in general would 
be interesting but is not available. In any case, monastic garments/robes are products of a history of powers 
in the absence of a centralized institutional authority sanctioning access to monastic robes or their meaning 
(if any, those are more likely to be state institutions under the imperial regimes).  
 
21 Given that the lay bodhisattva precept-pledging rituals are essentially ritualistic rather than institutional, 
the Buddhist Association in Sichuan Province (BASP) made efforts in 2012 to regulate the ritual in an 
attempt to standardize a Buddhist practice field (“BASP Lay Bodhisattva Precept-pledging Rituals 
Regulation Rules” http://www.emsfj.com/zhuantijijing/ShowArticle.asp?ArticleID=5805, accessed on 
April.14,2019). Buddhist Associations in other regions and the national Chinese Buddhist Association have 
not intervened yet. At least as of 2017, in several municipals in Jiangsu Province, lay Buddhists merely 
joined in the middle of monastic initiation when the monastics were pledging the bodhisattva precepts.  
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Most non-monastics have pledged no precepts at all. In that case, the monastic 
practitioners customarily extend the idiom of “bodhisattva” as a common address form 
for addressing their non-monastic counterparts. In addressing diverse, occasional temple-
goers – ranging from illiterate men and women from the countryside to government 
officials or educated urban professionals – through the same respectful title of “pusa” 
(bodhisattva), monastic figures and other self-proclaimed Buddhist practitioners 
customarily pay respect to a universal human potential for self-perfection.  
Given that the bodhisattva ideal prescribes a universal human potential for 
perfection (doctrinal messages, if any, prescribe nothing more than this universal 
potential), a comprehensive monastic program of structured practices is available as a 
systematic, self-perfecting means, but not exclusive of other means. The intensity of a 
monastic program suggests that its full-time participants are likely to demonstrate a 
higher level of self-transformation through continued practice. Yet by no means is full-
time monastic participation proof of achieved perfection; rather, it is a token of 
dedication to perfection over time. It is by this logic that within a monastic community, 
seniority based on someone’s accumulative years of full-time participation in the 
monastic program provides a ranking for monastic individuals when an ordering principle 
is necessary. The lack of an ontological privilege of special spiritual status among the 
Mahayana Buddhist practitioners has other consequences too.  Considering the dynamics 
between monastics and non-monastics, it results in an empirical situation in which 
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Chinese Buddhist monastic individuals must win respect circumstantially by constantly 
demonstrating their practice mastery to a shifting public.22  
 The ethnography demonstrates the ways in which Buddhist temples provide a 
venue for diverse ways of practicing and imagining religions that are much more than a 
monastic practice program. Here it suffices to say that the bodhisattva ideology provides 
an epistemological environment in which many different practice programs can co-
exist.23 Meanwhile, in late socialist China, these temple venues as semi-public sites exist 
lawfully under a specific secularist state policy of spatial concentration.    
Buddhism as a Legible Religion in the Late Socialist State 
In 1982 in the late socialist state of the People’s Republic of China, the party-state 
passed its fourth constitution (valid until 2018) and endorsed the central communist party 
committee’s “Basic Viewpoint and Policy on the Religious Problem during Our 
                                                        
22 It also explains the fact that public audiences tend to turn to the party-state authorities when they are 
doubtful if a particular monastic is “authentic” or “fake.” In 2017, there was a major scandal of monastic 
misconduct. It was the State Administration of Religious Affairs (SARA) who stepped in and served as 
arbitrator when the Buddhist followers among the Chinese public filed reports to SARA 
(http://www.sara.gov.cn/xwfb/xwjj20170905093618359691/583630.htm). State authorities in the central 
and provincial level have established and maintained authentication websites where the public can confirm 
or dispute the lawful identity of monastics. Current examples include the inquiry system in Jiangsu 
Province (http://jsmzzj.jiangsu.gov.cn/col/col39739/index.html). In Anhui, the public online access was 
created in 2013 but is no longer available. The change likely reflects power negotiations over the public 
authorization of a monastic presence in late socialist China. (“Buddhist and Daoist Clerics Information for 
Public Online Inquiry”, re-published by the SARA. 
http://www.sara.gov.cn/xwfb/dfgz20170906202831621887/565126.htm). All webpages accessed on April. 
14, 2019. 
 
23 On philosophical construction of a Chinese Buddhist epistemology see Hamar 2007; Ziporyn 2004. On 
the impact of a Huayan ontology of “interpenetration of all phenomena without obstruction” on building 
transnational traffic of ideas in East Asia at the turn of the twentieth century, see Hammerstrom 2016.  
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Country’s Socialist Period.”24 Through a series of agenda-setting documents, the late-
socialist party-state renews its commitment to secular modernity but attempts to 
incorporate – rather than eliminate – the category of religion-zongjiao in the state realm 
and in society.  
Toward the goal of incorporating religions, the party-state establishes a sphere of 
five lawful religions (Catholicism, Buddhism, Taoism, Protestantism, and Islam), each 
being represented by one national religious association under the same umbrella of a 
religion sub-sector. The five national religious associations possess rights and privileges 
to participate in state politics as well as to authorize their provincial and municipal 
counterparts to manage their respective constituencies in the party-state’s administrative 
regions. Based on law, policy, and party documents, a significant authorization privilege 
is that regional and local associations are the default agents who claim territory-based 
property ownership rights over previously confiscated “religious properties” and new 
religious endowment.25Being parallel organizations, the five association systems provide 
an institutional channel for religious actors to negotiate their interests in a state realm 
structured by complex power hierarchies.26  
                                                        
24 An English translation of the document is available online, reprinted from Donald E. MacInnis’ Religion 
in China Today: Policy and Pratice (1989:8-26). 
https://www.religlaw.org/content/religlaw/documents/doc19relig1982.htm (accessed on July 7, 2019). On 
the content, context, and implications of the document, as well as the Post-Mao party policy on religions in 
general, see Potter 2003. Yang F. 2011.  
 
25 In the socialist state regime, religious properties allegedly are collective properties, via-a-vis state 
properties or private properties. Chang (2018) discussed the politics of religious property in China.  
 
26 The party-state also approaches state affairs involving each of the five lawful religions differentially 
through the mediation of the five religious association systems. Case studies of local power negotiations 
over the Buddhist institutional interests include Ashiwa and Wank 2006; Weller et al.2017; Wu 2015. 
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Nonetheless, despite almost four decades’ institutionalizing effort to incorporate 
“religion” into the late socialist regime, the place of “religion” in the late socialist 
Chinese way of life remains controversial (Figure 2). Meanwhile, by no means does the 
category of “religion” (zongjiao) delineate the only institutional or discursive channel for 
a broad range of carriers of Chinese Buddhist traditions to negotiate their legitimate, 
public, modern presence. Many actors prefer to mobilize categories such as “Culture,” 
“Teachings/Education,” “Philosophy,” “Tradition,” “Sinicized/National History,” even 
“Folk Customs,” etc. to negotiate the public prestige, institutional interests, and political 
status of Buddhist teachings and practices in late socialist China. 27  As far as our 
consideration of the state realm, the Chinese Buddhist traditions appear as a legible and 
accountable religion primarily through two reckoning processes.  
 
Figure 2. The Place of Religion-zongjiao in the Chinese Party-State  
First, the party-state sees Buddhist monastics as prototypical representatives of an 
accountable Buddhist religion, actively calculates their number, and calls for religious 
                                                        
27 Scholarship specifically dealing with this politics of legitimation concerning a range of “traditional” 
teachings and practices includes Chau 2005; Jing 1998; Li 2019; Sun 2011. 
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personnel registration.28 The Buddhist monastics are conveniently legible because they 
ritually shave their heads, dress differently, and recognize uniform behavior norms by 
their pledge of standardized precepts. However, it is not so much a case of ritual initiation 
as of state-authorized religious personnel registration (through the Buddhist Associations) 
that grants monastic individuals their legitimate presence in the realm of the late socialist 
state.29 In any case, in the state realm, monastic individuals in late socialist China do not 
belong to any institutionalized monastic order (singular or plural). Rather, they exist as 
individual religious personnel affiliated with the state-recognized Buddhist religion, or as 
customary regular occupants (not owners) of licensed religious venues.30  
Secondly, the party-state offers and demands the registration of “Religious 
Activities Venues “(RAV, zongjiao huodong changsuo). After years of policy lobbying 
for the institutionalization of  RAVs, as of February 2018 the revised National Regulation 
on Religious Affairs finally recognized that RAVs as a social entity are eligible to apply 
for legal person status through the Bureau for Civil Affairs (in the same year the party-
                                                        
28 Bureaucratic control of grassroots priests through state licensing was by no means a modern phenomenon 
in the Chinese states. On the imperial census of all clerics (Buddhists and Daoist monastics/priests included) 
during1736-1739, see Goossaert 2000. On the negotiations over licensing authorities in the Jiangnan region 
between 1850-1950, see Goossaert 2013.  
 
29 On how the party-state licenses reincarnated “living buddhas” in the Tibetan Buddhist tradition, see Mair 
2013 (the State Administration of Religious Affairs also provided public access to “authenticate” the 
Tibetan reincarnated buddhas at http://hf.tibet.cn/, accessed on April.14, 2019) On contemporary counting 
of Daoist priests and Daoist priest-monastics, see Lai 2003. 
 
30 Imperial regulations under the Ming regime (1368-1644) had already begun to manage Buddhist 
influences in the local society through consolidating the institution of “monastery” and restricting monastic 
mobility (Brook 1997). It is a question for future inquiries regarding whether and/or how the imperial 
administrative category of “monastery” overlaps with the late socialist administrative category of “religious 
activities venues.” Along these lines, it is also a question whether there is a “monastery” in the legal-
political realm in late socialist China, given the absence of political representations of “lineages” (zongpai).   
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state passed major constitutional revisions).31 What matters here is that by granting a 
degree of institutional autonomy to these venues reserved for religious activities, the 
secularist party-state envisions the Chinese population as composed of the people-masses 
(renmimn qunzhong), who possess occasional, non-totalizing religious needs. Executing 
the perceived logic of functional differentiation of a modern time, the party-state sees that 
the people-masses can fulfill their occasional religious needs by going to properly 
licensed venues. Within the venues that are spatially separate from allegedly secular 
mainstream spaces, however, the party-state maintains a sort of indirect rule, allowing a 
great range of religious, quasi-religious, cultural, or folk activities to take place as far as 
they do not scale up organizationally to step over the venue borders to challenge a secular 
public order. One paradoxical consequence of the spatializing policy highlighted by my 
dissertation is that it then politically creates a physical space of multifarious religiosities.  
Among the five lawful sub-religious sectors, the Buddhist sector shows a great 
capacity to lend space to the public in this concentrated spatial venue of religious 
activities and to accommodate to a situation of plurality and ambiguity. Scholars noted a 
Buddhification of temple religious traditions when temple-based “folk religionist” actors 
bother to register themselves as “religious” in the state realm at all.32 Yet, given the 
                                                        
31 This potentially marks a new stage of RAV-based religious politics after 1982. It is a question for future 
inquiries how this legalization effort comes together with a series of complex initiatives to inhibit so-called 
“commercialization tendency” of Buddhist and Daoist RAVs through state regulations over recent years. 
The greater question is the embeddedness of an RAV-based religious life in local society. In the 1980s and 
1990s, the appropriation of RAVs’ religious spaces for local and regional economic development 
opportunities not only boosted a tourist industry outside the socialist economy but also embedded RAVs 
firmly in intricate local social lives, and sometimes in local civic life (Li; Tsai 2001; M. Yang 2004). 
 
32 Sun 2014. Depending on regional political dynamics, the Bureau for Religious Affairs in some areas also 
grants religious activity venue (RAV) licenses to temple venues for “folk belief” (minjian xinyang) 
practices. 
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political marginalization of what counts as religion or religious, more Chinese citizens, in 
fact, merely circumvent the institutional definitions. We may call them religiously 
unaffiliated, survey Buddhists, folk religionists, or even self-proclaimed atheists. 
Regardless of our labels, which reflect misplaced monotheistic assumptions, on the 
ground we simply find that Chinese temple-goers enjoy attending a mixture of Buddhist 
temple activities.  
The Venue of Buddhist Temples as a Residency Area 
As an ethnographer of Chinese religions, I consider temple venues the site of my 
inquiry. This ethnographic position entails an analytic choice not to take at face value the 
endless debates about select meta-conceptual categories (such as “religion,” “philosophy,” 
“education,” “belief” etc.) by which one may define the perceived natures of a 
constellation of things called “Buddhism.” In the People’s Republic of China, to invoke 
or negate any meta-conceptual categories in a definition is also to pledge a stake in the 
existence of Buddhism through a given, charged category.33 The secular authoritarian 
state demands various spiritual, religious, cultural, folk traditions to maintain a legitimate 
social existence and requires that they enter the mainstream public sphere only through 
official mediation. Yet, paradoxically, the socialist state’s keen interest in maintaining its 
secular authority over meta-conceptual definitions also lays bare the precarious nature of 
any of these categories, since it is difficult for them to seamlessly fit into any empirical 
                                                                                                                                                                     
 
33 The term “socially engaged Buddhism” has been in use in scholarly works referring to Buddhist 
engagement with non-political social affairs. Main and Lai (2013:4) argue that the notion reflects a position 
whose central feature is to reject the secularist regulation “to a position distant from political power.”   
 
  
31 
reality, as we see in Buddhist temple venues. In other words, even “Buddhism” remains 
fluid if we begin with their temple venues merely as venues and spaces.  
A distinctive feature of these temple venues is that the Chinese state in the 
mainland customarily recognizes the reality of Buddhist temples, yet as a residential unit 
in parallel to other state-recognized residential units.34 This means that Buddhist temples, 
as Religious Activities Venues (RAVs), are entitled to sponsor residential, collective 
affiliation in the state’s compulsory territorial population registration system, i.e., the 
Hukou system. Each Chinese citizen must and can only obtain affiliation status with one 
residential, Hukou unit at a given time according to the territorial, population 
management agenda. A newborn is by default dependent on a household unit in a 
particular administrative region. A student who moves to another region can de-affiliate 
from his/her parental household unit and re-affiliate with a school unit. Migrants who 
work in a different region can either register themselves through a work unit or start a 
new household unit in the region by transferring their previous affiliation. Properly 
licensed monastics, by state definition, must report one’s legal marriage status to 
determine one’s social status as an individual. In most cases, it means that those who 
have a marriage history must provide a copy of divorce certificate, which in the 
administrative realm effectively de-couples one from a household unit. Then, the 
properly licensed monastics (as non-householders) are eligible to occupy temple spaces 
under the territorial population-reckoning category of “Regular Residents of a RAV” 
                                                        
34 C.f. note 21. Whether and how imperial states regulated non-monastic residency in Buddhist monasteries 
is to be determined by historians.  
 
  
32 
(changsuo changzhu renyuan). Those who occupy temple spaces residentially, but 
without proper registrations, fall under the category of “Outside Temporary Residents of 
the RAV” (changsuo wailai zanzhu renyuan). 35 
In policy practice, typically the abbot of a residential monastic community sharing 
space in a particular RAV is registered as the RAV’s lawful “responsible person” (fuze 
ren), authorized to exercise discretion in managing population flow in the residency area. 
36 Meanwhile, these “responsible persons” shoulder personal liability for maintaining a 
particular RAV’s rightful place in the state’s administrative regions; as do the grassroots 
cadre-officials (jiceng ganbu) who work with territorial spaces at the lowest end of the 
party-state’s giant administration system, and assume no less personal liability in the 
matrix of “responsible persons” in a territorial sovereign state.37 For example, according 
to Comrade Deng who, by state division of labor, was liable for every incident that might 
                                                        
35 I did not register myself as a temporary local resident at the local Public Security Bureau during my 
fieldwork year, although one of my temple roommates did, as she was interested in the municipal resident 
benefits such as the privilege of replacing one’s national identity card in a non-Hukou residency area in 
situations of lost identity card, etc. She invited me to join her on a trip to the nearby Public Security Bureau 
branch.  
 
36 Throughout my fieldwork in Temple Commons and Temple Zero, I was never asked to register a formal 
identity of any kind. This was also my experience with other Buddhist temples. The exception was a visit to 
two Buddhist temples in Guangdong Province in 2014, where I lodged for preliminary fieldwork. There, 
the move-in process involved a highly formalized check-in procedure, requiring tapping my national 
identification card on a reader that was connected to the state’s public security network. Once digitalized, 
“moving-in” became a monitored act in which the system automatically required renewal of the temple 
lodging request every three days; or at least provision of a “moving-out” date. Special guests enjoyed 
special treatment and did not undergo this process. This operation could probably prevent fleeting criminals 
from taking the temple residential opportunity and prevent the temple lodging space from being a black box. 
Most temples have not adopted the state technology to turn floating individuals who make use of temple 
residential spaces into subjects of the state’s population management. 
 
37 For cadre-official “responsible persons,” the biggest worry is wild festive gatherings that entail the risk 
trampling, fire, or blast accidents. In a politics of chained liabilities, a single accident may remove the head 
official from their office on the basis of dereliction of duty. Hearing me describe the tremendous population 
flow in Temple Commons in the City of Gloriy, Comrade Deng’s immediate response was that “we are 
lucky here because there are no grand-scale religious activities in Deping.” C.f. note 34, 35. 
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fall under the category of religion-zongjiao in the administrative region of a county-
municipality38, the services rendered by the RAV “responsible persons” are “a serious 
responsibility and must be distributed carefully.” 39  Due to his own linked liability, 
                                                        
38 Field notes on a trip in 2016 following Comrade Deng in his official trip to several key RAVs in Deping, 
which is a county level municipal in another province. The purpose of the trip was to announce fire safety 
reminders before the Chinese lunar new-year holiday. The trip started with a visit to Comrade Deng’s 
office, where I was referred, by a family connection, to find public publications about the local religions in 
Deping. It turned out that compiling an overview narrative of local religious lives was still a working 
agenda. Instead, Deng showed me a list of active RAVs that he had compiled, including several hand-
written entries. Each entry was marked by the RAV’s name, category (affiliation with one of the five 
religions), address, and the RAV’s responsible/liable person’s mobile phone number. Most of those listed 
as RAVs in Deping were located in the countryside; some of them “should take a full day’s transportation 
for a brief visit.” As of 2016, Deng’s office had three employees including Deng himself, an office 
manager, and an executive director. Together, they served a population of 720,000, spread over 523 square 
miles, responsible for maintaining a sovereignty-centered public order in which questions of religion and 
ethnicity often –not always –take on public significance. The trip ended again in Deng’s office, as he was 
called back by his colleague to explain the policy to the head of an itinerant Uygur merchant group in the 
area, along with two Public Security Bureau officials who also joined the RAV visits. Deng said, “It’s not 
easy for our three parties to gather together to settle things. We won’t pursue the earlier offence.” In a 
paternal tone, he continued, “I understand that to make a living isn’t easy. Talk to your brothers and explain 
to them the policy and laws. Persuade them to respect and comply with the policy and laws.” Then 
Comrade Deng took two red envelopes that he had his assistant prepare (each with 300 RMB, about 40 
USD) and laid them in the hands of the young Uygur men. He remarked, as if he were a family elder, “The 
New Year is coming, just enjoy it.” The two young men gave each other a surprised look, seemed happy, 
and accepted, before leaving Comrade Deng’s office. 
 
39 Comrade Deng had started his political career as a town mayor and was promoted to the position of 
deputy director of the United Front Work Department (UFD) of the party committee of Deping County in 
2012, in charge of a newly created division to coordinate and negotiate the religious ethnic affairs (minzu 
yu zongjiao shiwu). Established during war times in the early decades of 20th century, the UFD has been an 
evolving carrier of the broadly conceived liaison agenda of the Chinese communist party, working with a 
rich variety of influential people. Previously, the UFD of Deping had only one division engaging with 
entrepreneurs in a growing private economy. The year Comrade Deng was promoted, the county 
government of Deping created a Bureau for Religious and Ethnic Affairs (BREA), led by Comrade Deng. 
In addition to handling emergent public cases, the county BREA’s major duty is to prepare documents for 
RAV applications, submitting the requests to the prefecture BREA, and processing more documents after 
the provincial BREA approved the requests. As of 2016, there was no local Buddhist Association in Deping. 
Deng commented, “If there was such an association, it would have lessened our workload. But I don’t see 
how a Buddhist Association could be formed. Chiefly it’s because not a single person in the Buddhist 
section [in Deping] is persuasive and takes initiative. This kind of person must be able to convince different 
parties in all respects. Currently the temples [in Deping] do not interact with one another. They even 
compete for believers (xinzhong) and have a lot of fights. We do not wish to get into such arguments. We at 
BREA do the administrative work for a general religion [sector]. When it comes to every particular religion, 
there are five religions each having their own norms of practice (jiaogui) and doctrines (jiaoyi). We can’t 
know them all. The internal affairs within each religion shall be handled by the religious corporate bodies 
or the religious venue themselves.”  Neither was there a Daoist Association of Deping, because there were 
only two small temples that were reckoned as Daoist RAVs, and these were simply empty. Two years ago, 
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Comrade Deng disagreed with a proposal by a resident monastic to remove herself from 
the position of the “responsible person” at a Buddhist RAV. To Comrade Deng, the new 
candidate was unreliable and likely to be ignorant of policy rules because she had “run 
religious activities [that gathered crowds] at home [spaces] for years” within the local-
regional jurisdiction yet without him [as liable party] “ever knowing about it.” If the new 
candidate ever “failed the role, we [that is, everyone in the great chain of party-state 
responsibilities/liabilities] should all get into trouble [in terms of status in the party-
state’s hierarchical spaces].” 40 
Obviously, the conception of Buddhist temples as a residency/territorial unit bears 
a relationship to the state’s territorial population management project. “Seeing like a 
state,” the territorialized population management agenda reflects the state’s conscious 
state-making effort through making state subjects, even though there are people who 
                                                                                                                                                                     
due to a particular occasion, Comrade Deng, as director of the county BREA, had reached out to contact the 
prefecture BREA, who then reached the provincial BREA to connect to the Daoist Association in the 
provincial capital city of the River Province. It was in this way that the BREA of Deping, on behalf of the 
Daoist RAVs in Deping, invited several Daoist monastics from a huge Daoist Temple to take tenure 
residence in one of the two Daoist RAVs in Deping. Eventually, however, these parachute Daoist clerics 
had all left.  
 
40 Comrade Deng was addressing three residential monastics in the temple courtyards of a Buddhist RAV. 
The current abbot X had called Deng’s mobile phone multiple times to discuss quitting the abbotship and 
moving elsewhere. But Deng disagreed, even though the current abbot said that she had already “handed 
over everything” to her dharma brother Y.” At the scene there were also Y and the teacher-father of X and 
Y. Deng said, “It doesn’t change anything that you [X] hand it [temple management affairs] over to her [Y]. 
You are the one on the record, so I must keep you liable. If anything happens here, you are the responsible 
person that I will look for. You see, X has been very good at taking care of the temple venue. If she leaves 
for another place, what if it then becomes a total mess?! You know we [officials] are not in a convenient 
position to say many things. I don’t have the time to travel here all the time either. How could you find a 
random person to take care of the venue, who knows nothing about policy?! If she failed the role, we would 
all get into trouble. And let me be honest, Y had run religious activities at home [spaces] for years without 
me ever knowing about it. It is indisputably not okay to gather crowds and burn incense at home. I just 
can’t trust that kind of person. If you all insist that Y should manage this place, [you must know] I already 
have formed a stereotype (chengjian) of her. You should think carefully and discuss more among 
yourselves.”  
 
  
35 
would rather “elect to move outside the easy reach of state power” to the territorial edge 
of an expansionary state (Scott 1998, 2010). Given the international consolidation of 
national borders, the modern nation-states, in theory, have reached a limit of territorial 
expansion. Yet this does not mean substantial consolidation of territory-based state 
powers. In China, population governance remains most problematic when affairs of 
“ethnicity” and “religion” are concerned because both – in addition to many complex 
factors – involve a conventionally legitimate claim of relative autonomy and self-
governance on the grounds of a residency/space-taking area.  The state’s management of 
this residency area through local power brokers has been a complex feat. 
In short, temples as residential units have complex implications. The idiom of 
“monastery” as a social location is misleading when we think of Buddhist monastic 
residence in the late socialist state spaces, or the ways in which the average Chinese 
nowadays encounter monastic temples. Similarly misleading is the idiom “place of 
worship.” Instead, this dissertation suggests that the concept of a residential Buddhist 
temple should allow us to better recognize the strikingly rich spaces accommodated 
within the venue enclaves. Being residential, a venue permits a concentration of 
population over time, even though the temple population itself is fluid. The residency 
period and timing of each temple space-user vary. Nonetheless, population concentration 
allows temple-goers to meet with strangers of very different backgrounds in a semi-
public neighborhood-like setting and to chat easily about issues not easily admitted in the 
secular discursive public sphere.  
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Temple-Goers In Between Historical Agency and Religious Agency 
The mutually constitutive and transformative relationship between temple spaces 
and temple-goers – mediated by participatory forms of temple activities – is a key theme 
in this dissertation. The significance of this lies in the fact that at least in China – if not 
always elsewhere, temple spaces are co-constitutive of state spaces within a sovereign 
territorial state while temple-goers as individual persons are at the same time the subjects 
who constitute and make the modernist state.  For the majority population in China, who 
are drawn to looser and more flexible agreements rather than rigid doctrinal systems, the 
Chinese state secularist policy of separating religion and politics has put aside the issue of 
belief and attempted to spatially separate religious participation from other mainstream 
public activities. In this regard, the religious subjectivity of Chinese temple-goers 
unmarked by the state’s official religion-zongjiao categories is something of a black box. 
Thus, following how citizens interact with Chinese Buddhist temple-scapes, which are 
ambiguously semi-public, can give us new clues about the existing forms of religious 
activism in China and about their public potential.    
To be sure, the notation “Chinese temple-goers” is at best an index or an 
instrumental tracker for the overall visitor flow in Chinese temple-spaces, rather than an 
individual identifier. In the late 2010s, the majority of Chinese temple-goers are Chinese 
citizens41 who show little interest in exclusive or marked religious identities, even while 
                                                        
41 In the area I did fieldwork, these people could also be called “Han” if we opted to mark them with ethnic 
categories. However, what I want to emphasize here is precisely the unmarkedness of these temple-goers 
whose identity is unlabeled. Besides, like other ethnicity categories in People’s Republic of China, “Han” is 
a political re-invented category. The origin of the idiom of “Han” is not so much ahistorical myth as the 
name of a dynasty (206 BC–220 AD) whose political institutions and historiographic writings have left 
long-lasting legacies.  
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they visit places that they recognize as temples, and recognize themselves and others who 
have similarly gone to temple spaces and made use of what temples have to offer.  
As a group, Chinese temple-goers rarely come together except in passing 
activities in the temple venues here and there across the country, or in stories about 
temple encounters that they, individually, tell to families, colleagues or acquaintances 
(following the genres of tales, gossips, and anecdotes). As aggregates of individuals (who 
likely do not bother to fight for full-fledged Western individuality), Chinese temple-goers 
wear no consistent religious identities. Neither do they bother to fight for collective 
religious visibility for themselves and their co-temple-goers in their respective lives away 
from the temple spaces.42 Just as wind brings energy to fluttering flags, Chinese temple-
goers energize and bring life to temple venues; and yet, as temple actors, they come and 
go, and are as elusive as the wind, which hardly has a coherent substance, a unified 
location, or a collective shape. 
The primary identity and self-identification of Chinese temple-goers is their 
membership in the mainstream political society. Seeing a politics of identity as fragile 
and risky, the post-revolutionary authoritarian state converts the commoners (lao baixing) 
                                                                                                                                                                     
 
42 A question of concern may be the case of village temples where temple-goers may share a collective 
identity as members of the same village and do fight for their collective interests. However, in this case, 
their political ties come prior to religious ties as such. Membership in a village collective, which is a 
political unit in the socialist regime, entails concrete rights such as collective land ownership and affiliation 
status in the state’s national identity system. Besides we should not assume that the villagers in late 
socialist China are earthbound and only go to village temples (let alone only going to one temple). As 
migrant workers, students, business/sales persons, and travelers, individuals who hold membership in 
village committees are frequent temple-goers at urban temples. Ruf (1998), DuBois (2005), Faure (2007), 
and Wu (2017) considered in depth the changing political make-up of “village” as a territorial locus of 
identification and its dynamic forms of religious-historical representations. 
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or the people-masses (renmin qunzhong) into competing, individual candidates for 
advantageous socio-political status rather than collaborators in their own projects of free 
communalization.43 Pleasure and potency is conjoined in the dwelling activity in the 
public/political mainstream (zhuliu), which “in [commoners’] conversations and [in] the 
media, makes no deep divide between the state and the people, or between individual and 
society” (Farquhar and Zhang 2005:308). As members of the state and people in the 
state’s late-socialist and global capitalist era, one can be an industrious producer and a 
happy consumer in oneness with an affluent, high-tech society. Yet, at the same time, as 
mentioned, the most clear and almost non-negotiable divide is that between politics and 
religion; more precisely, between the differential statuses of, on the one hand, a political 
society occupying the mainstream and promising modernist developments and, on the 
other hand, the sphere of religion-zongjiao sitting dubiously at the margins of a 
development state. Thus, the position of dwelling in the mainstream and sharing a 
majority status ensures Chinese temple-goers that their terminable temple-going activities 
are just occasional excursions to an enclave that is possibly asynchronous with a 
hegemonic mainstream way of life.  
To be sure, the state authorities in late socialist China have made no effort to 
register temple-goers as categorically “religious” and seem uninterested in establishing a 
state category of “temple-goers” or counting their numbers. Again, what matters for the 
territorial sovereign state is to maintain the foremost division between the powerfully 
                                                        
43 For readers who are unfamiliar with socialist politics against the background of Chinese modernity, see 
Dirlik 2005, as well as a special issue in Positions (vol. 19, winter 2011) where Žižek and his Chinese 
interlocutors engaged with one another.  
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differential status of a mainstream political society and a definite, marginal sphere 
pertaining to the affairs of religions. As discussed, peculiar to a Chinese historical reality, 
the state manages the division rather spatially within its territorial state spaces concerning 
most people who do not possess exclusive religious identity. In this light, the very period 
of a Chinese citizen staying in a temple space (that is, the duration between “going to a 
temple” and “having gone to a temple”), in fact, marks one’s temporary conversion from 
being an unmarked mainstream subject to a minority “religious mass” (xinjiao qunzhong, 
“the masses believing in religions”). In the party-state’s conception, this is to ensure that 
religious engagements can be set up in a peripheral position in relation to the mainstream 
political/public sphere.  
Note this mainstream/minority status differentiation is not so much driven by the 
tension between the atheist belief upheld officially by the state authorities and various 
religious faiths held by non-officials. What is deeply problematic and troubling is the 
sociopolitical status of “masses” in a communist-teleological view of history; a view that 
sees historical agency unevenly distributed among a general human population. 44 
Admittedly, in the People’s Republic, dedicated to the political modernization of a 
Chinese polity, the people as a collective whole (renmin) is held up as the source of 
power and the supreme makers of history. However, “history,” in this case, is a 
teleological history that presumes the eventual advent of a full-fledged socialist society 
                                                        
44 This is owing to the class conception of peoplehood that was sustained by a division between the “people” 
(renmin) who were said to possess historical agency and hence were capable of holding powers in a 
futuristic proletarian regime and the class “enemies” (jieji diren) who were caught up in a poverty of 
futures. Further discussion on the import of post-revolution state-building to the question of religion is 
beyond the capacity of the dissertation. 
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culminating in a linear-developmental time and fulfilling the promise of universal 
liberation. Accordingly, when the substantive formation of peoplehood is at issue, the 
majority of the people are conceived rather as particular varieties of the “masses” 
(qunzhong). 45 
In sharp contrast with the “vanguard” party cadres who are alleged carriers of the 
socialist scientific truth (shehui zhuyi kexue zhenli) and allegedly closest to the truth of a 
future time, the masses seem to be dubiously bound up with messy pre-revolutionary, 
non-socialist pasts.46 During the pragmatist reforms, the party-state has shifted the state 
focus from engaging in teleological arguments to developing metrics for national 
economic performance. During this shift, the state continues to recognize the role of the 
mass members of the state-society, in the realm of national economic performances that 
are seen as the foundation to historical progresses. At same time, the articulation of the 
vistas of history remains strictly reserved to the official vanguard while, occasionally and 
conditionally, it extends to the vanguard party’s competent social counterparts (including 
                                                        
45 The party-state closely monitors the use of the concept of “citizenship” as it is used in a classic liberal-
democratic model of “civil society.”  The very notion of “civil society” (gongmin shehui) sometimes 
becomes a censored idiom just on this ground. The concern is mostly about the idea of “civil disobedience” 
(translated as gongmin kangming or kongming bu fucong. In state practices, the party-state reserves the 
term of “citizens” (gongmin) for the context of immigration and border control. In a domestic context, it 
invokes and adopts a statistical concept of “nationals” (guomin) to refer to the country’s population, which 
is divided into “urban residents” (shimin) and “rural residents” (nongmin) administratively.  
 
46 Under the conditions where the teleological status of the modernist “vanguard” party remains in power, 
the post-revolution party-state permits selective salvage operations on pre-socialist traditions from the 
wreck of the past.  Once denouncing them as “backward” hindrances to “social progress,” the party-state 
now declares and demands that the “meritorious elements of the old traditions” (youxiu chuantong wenhua) 
should and could make positive contributions to socialist enterprises. On the party-state’s opened spaces for 
re-evaluating pre-revolutionary traditions of symbolic representations, see Anagnost 1997, Jing 1998, 
Kipnis 2001, Siu 1990. Similar revivals of pre-socialist traditions also happened in post-socialist societies 
(Han, Humphrey & Verdery 2003). In reference to China, which is late socialist rather than post-socialist, 
we may ask whether the rhetoric of transition may be more instructive if we think about “post-
revolutionary” transitions (Brandtstädter 2007; Buyandelgeriyn 2008). 
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entrepreneurs, scholars, and various other modern-day professionals emerging in a new 
national economy). In the meantime, given their suspicious affinity with “backward” 
(luohou de) hindrances to absolute “social progress” (shehui jinbu), the masses must 
subject themselves to the socio-moral engineering projects led by the cadre-officials and 
joined by various institutional power brokers in the state-society.47  
Tainted by the deep-rooted moral stigma of being “backwards” in a linear view of 
teleological history, rarely are the  “masses” permitted to participate in public debates 
imagining their futures and representing their pasts or to objectify their own aspirations in 
an open history. It is in this modernist political set-up that the religious masses are cast as 
producers yet impotent of producing creative values, agents yet incompetent to re-
imagine historical dynamics, and masters yet unqualified for leading innovative futures in 
China’s mainstream state-society.  
Against this historical background emerges the significance of our consideration 
of the religiosity of Chinese temple-goers. As members of a secular mainstream/political 
society that is deeply enmeshed in totalistic modernization projects, Chinese temple-
goers have openly invited religious influences to sink into their lives; lives that are hardly 
systematically secular. Yet neither are they categorically religious – either in the Chinese 
state-society’s public perceptions or from the perspective of their self-narratives. As a 
matter of fact, when questioned by researchers or acquaintances, Chinese temple-goers 
readily admit that they do not have “faith” (xinyang), are “half-believing, half-suspicious” 
                                                        
47 It can be a neo-liberal state-society, namely, the late socialist society. On the corporeal politics of 
population quality indexed by the socio-political idiom of sushi during the state’s market reforms, see 
Anagnost 2004, 2008; Kipnis 2006; Yan 2003. 
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(banxin banyi) and do not know the truth (or, to put it in the vernacular, are “not 
enlightened” (meiyou kaiwu)). Yet, nonetheless, they find going to temple spaces once in 
a while interesting, relevant, and timely while they take it for granted that there are many 
temple spaces and many temple practices available and openly accessible.  
We may consider the approach taken by Chinese temple-goers to living with state 
secularism to be a sidestepping approach both to religion and to Chinese modernity. On 
top of all these concerns, the image of a “sidestepping” movement builds on a spatial 
image of Chinese temple venues as state-defined bounded spaces embedded in a broader 
state territory. Although we Anglo-American observers tend to dismiss state territories as 
irrelevant when we enter our religious spaces, such broader territories are always in view 
at least in the case of Chinese temple-goers. Temple-goers visiting a temple-scape do not 
dislodge themselves categorically from their respective social-historical positions in those 
broader territories. They are well aware that they are moving sideways in a life that 
unfolds in many venues and that this or that particular temple-scape is just one such 
venue. Hence, the image of “sidestepping,” above all, reminds us of the presence of a 
higher-order social-political landscape against the background of which particular 
Chinese temple-scapes have contingently come into being.  
Metaphorically, the image of “sidestepping” also captures the dynamic and 
moving trajectory of Chinese temple-goers’ engagement with a mixture of activities in 
temple-scapes in their changing lives. To the extent that temple-goers put aside a concern 
over defined, proper Buddhist identities, they bypass the conventional criteria by which 
we Anglo-American observers learned to recognize the “properly” religious. In the 
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meantime, the sidestep approach to religious questions also implies that these Chinese 
temple-goers have not chosen a direct route to a modern future in which religion was 
once systematically excluded by the socialist revolutionary view of modernity. Instead, in 
the post-revolutionary time, Chinese temple-goers have tentatively explored various 
opportunities admitted by newly emerged separate temple-scapes. Such tentative 
explorations go hand in hand with their engagement with late-socialist secular protocols, 
which appear divested of their once teleological certainty and are as provisional as 
temple-goers’ temple engagements. Whether or not temple-goers’ detours around the 
narrowly understood secular lifestyle and their excursions to Chinese temple spaces may 
indicate varying modalities of religious potential for world-transformation in 
contemporary China will be the topic for the following ethnographic chapters.  
Lastly, as in sports, the convenient image of “sidestepping” depicts bodily and 
strategic movements that develop their own logic in situ. Looking at how Chinese 
temple-goers relate themselves to temple spaces under state secularism, we may further 
utilize the above metaphor of “sidestepping” as an analytic tool. Specifically, we may use 
it to develop a narrative to discuss the broader historical implications of Chinese temple-
goers’ peculiar way of engaging with religions, which is primarily through their engaging 
with temple-based activities, and how this step overcomes the powerful structural-
institutional constraints of state secularism. However, the analytic challenge is apparent 
in the attempt to link minute bodily, strategic gestures with a critique of grand-scale 
institutional conditions. As in sports, “sidestepping,” as a peculiarly active movement, is 
contingent in nature and involves a full spectrum of provisional moves and situational 
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adjustments. Accordingly, a sportsman’s logic of moving along through nascent 
sidestepping tends to elude discursive representations. Often, commentary narratives of 
these emergent movements end up being either too technical to be sensuously interesting 
or too smooth to be revealing about those indeterminate junctures. One also frequently 
encounters doubt – especially from sportsmen or practitioners themselves – as to whether 
one should attempt to employ discursive compositions to capture such bodily and 
strategic movements at all.  
A similarly troublesome situation occurs when one studies Chinese temple-goers’ 
activities. As always, Chinese temple-goers are fond of joining performative activities but 
not very interested in representing their own activities in any discursively distinctive way. 
As a result, the critical and historical significance of their activities remains undiscussed, 
while state and non-state authorities arguing for various modernization projects have 
dominated public discourse, discrediting many practices and ideas of Chinese temple-
goers that seem ignoble according to naïve modernist conceptions. We can only return to 
the potential of “sidestepping” as our analytic idiom for illustrating a historical situation 
after we learn what Chinese temple-goers actually do in the temple spaces in China. In 
the final chapter, we revisit the question of historical agency and consider how Chinese 
temple-goers evade the institutional constraints of state secularism in the context of 
making and telling histories in post-revolutionary China, moving beyond the temple-
scape participation  theme of the ethnographic chapters. 
To summarize, in my anthropological appraisal of temple religiosity through an 
analysis of fluid temple participation in a Chinese Buddhist temple-scape, my focus is to 
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highlight the significance of the typical modes of human agency/subjectivity that 
residential Buddhist temples help formulate within contemporary secular politics. The 
nature and implications of the condition of a residential Buddhist temple was never made 
explicit. As a result, my ethnographic-analytic challenge had been identifying the most 
fitting conceptual tools to register what happens within residential temple spaces as a 
venue of mixed activities, and to articulate their significances in the context of a global 
modernist anxiety, and often times, antagonism toward religions.  
Like a broad array of scholars who think through the constitutive and 
transformative capacity of practices, rituals, performances or performative actions in 
shaping humanity, I am interested in showing what Chinese temple-goers actually do in 
temple venues and what their activities do to them. Through fieldwork, I identified three 
common, stylistic forms of temple participation in which Chinese temple-goers 
repeatedly engage: making wish-vows, drawing divinatory lots, and providing residential 
temple services. The creative productivity of these activities is particularly clear when we 
adopt a performance and ritual attunement approach to considering their processes and 
effects. 
 
The Approach: A Ritual Analysis of Subject Formation 
Ritual is a long-standing subject in anthropology. There are two modalities of the 
idiom of “ritual” in our narratives, namely ritual as an object of observation/analysis, and 
ritual as analytics. To avoid terminological confusion, in the ethnography, I use the term 
“ritual” only in the latter sense as I develop a ritual analysis of a range of popular temple 
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activities/practices case by case. A ritual analysis in the latter sense points to a 
consideration of the interworking of doings and framings. As Seligman et al. phrased 
concisely, “The term ‘ritual’ frames actions in certain, very specific ways. It is the 
framing of the actions, not the actions themselves, that makes them rituals” (Seligman et 
al., 2008:5). To think about rituals in this way diverges greatly from the agenda of earlier 
symbolic anthropology that distinguishes symbols (including symbolic objects and 
symbolic actions) from their coded meanings in a given (or, local) interpretive system.48 
What is lost in a symbolic worldview is those potentially creative world-making 
processes taking place dynamically without a comprehensive blueprint. This loss 
especially prevents us from understanding the dynamics of Chinese religious scenes or 
their historical implication. 
Complex as they are, “ritual” doings enact an ordering, a way of framing 
experiences and actions, and an economy of signification.49 What recent scholars try to 
attain through ritual analysis is not to describe “ritual as it is” but to grasp the social 
realities that ritual activities construct in situ. In a sense, ritual is a “‘window’ on the 
cultural dynamics by which people make and remake their worlds” (Bell 2009[1992]:3). 
As a “window,” it secures a form of cultural knowledge and cultural understanding by 
pushing scholars to note the “framing” motions of our acting interlocutors. To Catherine 
Bell, this modality of scholarly inquiry commits scholars to overcoming the “implicit 
structuring of the thought-action dichotomy” in naturalistic social inquiries and to 
                                                        
48 For example, Geertz 1973; Turner 1967. 
 
49 Bateson 2000[1972]; Bateson and Bateson 2004[1987]; Douglas 2002; Smith 1982; Rappaport 1997.  
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“experiment[ing] with a new sense of community between theorists and actors, 
characterized by modest, mutual dependence and shared problems of meaning, 
epistemology, and critical self-reflection” (ibid 54). We still need more ethnographic 
works in this regard.  
For ethnographers, the analytic challenge is to note the particular junctures at 
which moments ritual actors may have renewed their worldviews and re-framed their 
relations with the worlds they live in. We have to identify these junctures without 
presupposing any transformative end on our part, and without reducing the ordering 
process to a set of procedural instructions.  
Given that ethnographers not only perform analysis but also provide “realist” 
representations of “raw materials” through writing-up “empirical” narratives, I must 
clarify the investigative object of such a ritual analysis in an ethnographic project. It is 
useful to think with Schütz’s methodological distinction between the first level construct 
and the second-level construct in social studies. Schütz refers the first level construct to 
the “mental constructs, syntheses, generalizations, formalizations, idealizations,” which 
are involved in common-sense thinking or “common-sense experience of the 
intersubjective world in daily life,” that is, “Verstehen” in Weberian interpretive 
science. 50  The latter refers to the “constructs of the social sciences…so to speak, 
constructs of the second degree, namely constructs of the constructs made by the actors 
on the social scene” (Schütz 1954:266-267; also Schütz 1972). To think about the 
                                                        
50 Weber 2011, 2013[1976]. On interpretative anthropology and “Verstehen” as a methodological principle 
in our trade, see Fisher 1977; Giordano 1998; Martin 2018[1999].   
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investigative object of an empirically grounded ritual analysis, we may extend Schütz’s 
insight and lay out the different levels of social processes that are simultaneously 
involved.   
(1) On the ground level, there is what people do; i.e., what belongs to the 
spontaneous life in Schütz’s term. (2) Then, there is the participants’ very discernment of 
these doings, and their meaningful engagement with these doings. These engagements 
constitute “ritual” as first-level constructs. The first-level constructs may or may not be 
intuitive to the participants, and likely do not come with meta-discursive presentations.  
(3) Our scholarly analyses about rituals can make explicit the first-level constructs. Thus, 
they make up the second-level constructs – a result of theorization in the much narrower 
sense. (4) Other initiatives engage and even intervene in the first-level constructs, such as 
those done by theologians or liturgical experts. Second-level constructs are also involved 
here. (5) Further scholarly analysis.   
In order to capture otherwise concealed modes of subject formation of occasional 
temple-goers, my ethnography is an attempt to grasp what happens at (1) and (2).  
First, through fieldwork, I traced how people encounter the Buddhist residential 
temple venues through various general performative programs and accordingly identify 
three stylistic forms of temple participation. These include do-it-yourself wish-vowing 
activities (Chapter 2), self-help lottery divinatory activities (Chapter 3), and temple 
service works (Chapter 4). Secondly, in my ethnographic representation of what happens 
at (1), I follow through a ritual-analysis approach of social life in order to capture, in each 
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case, the particular ritual realities that the specific participatory activity creates for its 
participants.  
 The analytical choice to organize my fieldwork materials in this way is made in 
order to focus on the practice forms that one can find in almost any Buddhist residential 
temple-scape in China. From a ritual analysis perspective, as far as a practice involves 
both activity and the fusion of thought and activity, its performance necessarily generates 
a particular “world” as well as a particular way of inhabiting that world. Through this 
methodological commitment, temple activities that otherwise do not appear as coherent 
offer us a vantage point from which we can investigate the sort of cultural-religious 
production that each practice induces. It also allows us to consider the co-existence of 
assorted productive processes in a singular “religious venue.” I assumed the task of 
tracing the framing moments in each case of the three temple activities. Whether or not 
the ritual approach is heuristically instructive is left to your reading of my ethnographical 
representation and, at some point, your own encounter with Chinese Buddhist residential 
temple-scapes.  
 
The Project: Doing Fieldwork and Writing-Up 
Multi-sited Fieldwork Method 
 I adopted a multi-sited fieldwork approach and extended-case method 51  to 
investigate significant practices in residential Buddhist temples through a total of two 
                                                        
51 A “case,” according to Gluckman, is never defined by the geographical boundary of a fieldwork site but 
by an “incident in a long process of social relations” that is an “apt illustration” of a formative moment in 
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years fieldwork in China. From July 2015 to July 2016, I conducted a full year of 
intensive fieldwork within two Buddhist temple scapes in the Glorious City52 . As a 
residential researcher, I followed as many simultaneously ongoing temple activities as I 
could, including activities that led various temple-actors to travel elsewhere. From March 
2014 to July 2014, and from July 2016 to December 2016, I had spent another year of 
extensive visits in other temples and relevant institutions and sites in East, South and 
Central China. In all this fieldwork, my focus was on the empirical aspect of the temple 
activities.  
Given the complexity of temple participation, the multi-sited fieldwork approach 
allowed me to occupy as many different participant-observer positions as possible in a 
similarly conditioned residential Buddhist temple-scape in late socialist China. Through 
the year-long residential fieldwork in Temple Commons and Temple Zero, I followed 
temple interactions in detail, including the texture of changing practice relationships over 
a relatively long span of time. Through accompanying various kinds of temple-goers to 
other practice venues that were meaningful to them, I not only traced variations in temple 
interactions but also traced how diverse agents understood their activities/practices in the 
temple venues in relation to their activities/practices elsewhere. Important participant-
observer positions that would have been  inaccessible through research in a single temple 
with only a singular researcher identity included the following examples: 
                                                                                                                                                                     
that on-going process (Gluckman 1961: 9). Along that line, my “field sites” are the similarly conditioned 
“residential Buddhist temples” in contemporary China and my “cases” the prototypical forms of popular 
temple participation. For more discussions on the extended-case method, see Evans and Handelman 2006. 
 
52 The “Glorious City,” as well as other place names and all personal names in the rest of the dissertation, 
are pseudonyms. 
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A) Accompanying cadre-officials from a local United Front Department and 
Bureau for Religious and Ethnicity Affairs (the latter no longer existed after the major 
constitutional state reforms in 2018) in their administrative routines. B) Accompanying 
elite lay Buddhist preachers in invitation-only preaching spaces such as homes, private 
clubs, or boardrooms in corporation office venues. C) Meeting and following monastics 
in non-temple spaces, such as universities, Buddhist Association offices and conferences, 
government offices, market places, etc.. D) Following popular religionist groups in their 
diverse venues (notably home venues and public parks) and joining their specific visits to 
Buddhist temples. E) Joining dinner meetings/feasts along with various Buddhist-space 
innovators such as vegetarian restaurant bosses, tourism entrepreneurs, local officials 
from the Ministry of Housing and Urban-Rural Development, architects, etc.  
All the above actors who visited Buddhist temples in their diverse institutional 
capacities also occasionally went to the temples in their personal capacities. That is, they 
belong to the category of occasional temple-goers whose profiles are merely amorphous 
when we are too much preoccupied with the identities of religious or non-religious actors. 
As stated, in my analysis and ethnographic representation of temple participation, I take a 
ritual analytic approach so as to uncover some of the common framing processes that are 
going on in the stylistic participatory activities in Buddhist temple venues. This 
interpretive suspension, however, was by no means the exclusive position taken by 
professional anthropologists. To some extent, Chinese temple-goers and occupants 
themselves were masters of our trade of interpretive suspension.  
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Interpretive Suspension and Fieldwork as Inquiries from Ground-Up 
 In 2015, before I left the university campus for year-long dissertation fieldwork, I 
was enmeshed in the dominant institutional representations of the Chinese religious field. 
In my original research proposals, I proposed to study the impact of institutional changes 
on religious identity by considering the Buddhist monastic formation in contemporary, 
hybridized institutions.53 At the time, I did not at all see how the idea of temple residence 
could ignite a powerful force of ambiguity in a Chinese life that is perennially against 
institutionalization. I was yet to learn that a participant position itself could compel all 
temple-actors – including monastic managers or guest fieldworkers like myself – to 
recognize this ambiguous space in a semi-public temple venue, and to admit the 
conceptualization troubles that it entailed.   
 The year-long residential stay in Temple Commons and Temple Zero from July 
2015 to July 2016 provided the bulk of my participant observation materials discussed in 
the dissertation. Temple Commons was located in the urban center of the Glorious City in 
East China and regularly hosted over eighty monastics. This included the temple’s 
regular resident monastics and the student monastics who were studying in the Buddhist 
Monastic Academy that Temple Commons had hosted and sponsored. There were also 
tens of cultivation lodgers (Chapter 4) in addition to tens of resident paid-workers, 
ranging from office employees to construction workers. Temple Zero was Temple 
Common’s branch temple, and located in the rural outskirts of the Glorious City. The 
                                                        
53 I proposed to compare monastic formation in three institutional sites, namely, the Buddhist Association, 
the Buddhist Academy, and Buddhist temples. One of my main oversights originally was that I assumed 
that each of the settings was comparably “institutional” and that they were all stable institutions. The field 
study revealed that the Buddhist religious field in China is not as institutionalized as usually imagined.  
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resident “community” there was much smaller, with about ten resident monastics, another 
ten student monastics (who were in the Monastic Academy’s preparatory class), about 
nine cultivation lodgers, and several resident paid-workers during my stay. In both 
temples, there were also guest lodgers who joined the temple’s residential life briefly. 
Therefore, the composition of the “resident community” remained fluid. After I moved 
out of the temples’ dormitories and surveyed religious practices and spaces in the 
Glorious City more generally, I continued to visit the two temples for their temple 
activities from July 2016 to December 2016.  
 Before I visited Temple Commons for the first time, I had only communicated 
through text messages with Venerable54 Wonder, the temple’s director of public relations 
and the monastic academy’s disciplinary preceptor, through the introduction of a 
university professor in the Glorious City. The Venerable granted me research access by 
connecting me with the temple’s residential reception director and the academy’s library 
director. The library was open to the public for free and operated simultaneously as a 
local university’s branch library specializing in Religious Studies collections. As far as 
formal, institutional affiliation was concerned, my research status was no more than a 
library-based scholar who knew nothing about Buddhist or temple practices. 
 That institutional visage gained me nothing but awkward silences, although 
temple actors were used to awkward silences through patiently living within a space of 
ambiguity. The morning I arrived, Venerable Wonder received me in the public reading 
                                                        
54 I use “Venerable” to translate fashi –Dharma Lecturer –and indicate interactions based on institutional 
identities. Unlike the idiom of Shifu, which is a temple vernacular, the title of fashi is particularly tied to 
the institutionalization of the Buddhist Monastic Academy system, especially when the academies gain 
institutional and spatial independence from Buddhist temples. On institutional reforms of the monastic 
education in contemporary China, see Gildow 2016; Travagnin 2015, 2017.  
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area of the library and listened to the purpose of my visit. Venerable Library Director 
joined us briefly. A few librarians from the local university were also paying a visit to 
help to generate digital labels for each item of the temple’s book collections, and were 
setting up a universal catalogue system. My first meeting was embarrassing because my 
project, reasonably, was not appreciated. Nonetheless, Ven. Wonder and Ven. Library 
Director extended to me their lunch invitation for the university librarians on the basis 
that I also came from a university.  
 It was a round Chinese dinner table, where dishes, talk, and relationships were 
supposed to be shared in a communal way. What we were sharing, as it turned out, was 
more embarrassing silence. Obviously, my disciplinary intellectual agenda was not the 
same as the work of university librarians. I was also insistent on maintaining the 
institutional identity of an anthropologist to the extent of showing no interest in 
presenting myself as a potential Buddhist subject. Almost no one talked as we chewed 
through the lunch’s ambiguous silence. After lunch, I approached Ven. Wonder again. 
She replied briefly that she had called the resident reception director and that I might 
move in immediately if I had my luggage at hand. The library, which was public anyway, 
was ready for my use while, if I would, I might help with the catalogue work. That was 
all Ven. Wonder had to say about my research agenda. We never discussed my research 
project again because, indeed, my project was not in her institution-building interests.  
 Having entered the field, I learned quickly that the unwarranted hypotheses that I 
held in my research proposals did not help me catch up with what was going on around 
me. Each day, the temple received hundreds to thousands of visitors. In the evenings, 
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occasional temple goers and traveling monastics lodged temporarily from time to time. 
Yet I had no idea how to navigate myself as a participant observer especially through my 
initial position as a library-based scholar. As a result, during the first three months, I was 
mostly rambling aimlessly in the courtyards and halls of Temple Commons, day after day, 
night after night. 
 Some time later, I came across a gift of advice from Shifu55 Clarity, the temple’s 
residency director and my new neighbor. Shifu Clarity was once a socialist factory 
worker in the party-state and had gone monastic since 1990 when monasticism was 
rebuilt in the late socialist regime. The Shifu probably had noticed that I did not have any 
clue as to how to find a way around in the temple-scape, so she took the trouble to put 
herself in my shoes. One day, we met in the doorway where she invited me to chat in her 
                                                        
55 Another translation of the title of “Shi-fu” (literally “teacher-father”) is “master,” which is a useful 
rendition when local actors explicitly invoke an idea of lineage and authentic transmission. However, as a 
popular idiom, “Shifu” rather indicates a generic identity, applying to individuals in a wide range of 
communities regardless of one’s gender, age/seniority, career, and religious affiliation. In contemporary 
Buddhist temple scapes, Chinese temple-goers customarily attribute the same title of “Shifu” to whoever 
wears a monastic robe, including the novices, and oftentimes, controversially, vernacular monastics. While 
there is a push towards cleric professionalization in late socialist China, a typical Han Buddhist monastic is 
very far from modern-day professionals. In the ethnography, I reserve the idiom of “Shifu” for the way 
temple-goers used it, without further translations. In a perspective of sociocultural analysis, “shifu” is one 
of the primary institutions in a Chinese life that is perennially opposed to institutionalization. I would like 
to suggest preliminarily that the address term “Shifu” prototypically indexes a kind of social relationship 
created by fiduciary commitments and fiduciary engagements. The term “fiduciary” comes from Latin, 
fidere, meaning, “to trust.” Nowadays its primary realm of application is in the domains of the law, where a 
fiduciary duty typically describes the obligation that the fiduciary must act –often involving handling 
properties –in the best interests of the beneficiary. While restrictions on how the fiduciary could act are laid 
out rather narrowly in legal contexts, law scholars recognize that “the very idea of a ‘fiduciary relationship’ 
is an evolving, dynamic concept” (Scallen 1993; 902). The term “fiduciary” also appears extensively in the 
literature on the professional ethics of various care-based works, such as health, education, or clerical 
professions, etc. Tu (1989) discusses an idea of “fiduciary community” through his reading of classical 
Confucian texts. The Chinese idea of “teacher”(shi) is the key node in making such fiduciary communities 
because “teachers” both envision and enforce an intimate continuity across time, creating and recreating 
historical relations. In contemporary China, Buddhist residential temples have concentrated Shifu-status 
individuals and raised keen Shifu awareness at a remarkable scale through diffusive temple participations.  
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dorm room.56 After I sat on a guest bench, Shifu Clarity asked about my temple days, my 
feelings, and my observations. Then she said,  
“Scholarship is your own priority; take care of it by yourself. No one else 
is responsible for it. As you plan to stay here for a year, you should have 
the understanding (ren shi) before you turn to the experience (ti yan). 
Many journalists stay overnight to seek an experience of the temple life. 
Then they leave with no more understanding than when they came.  I 
asked them, ‘how could you ever get the experience if you don’t have any 
sense?’ The Shifus are all very busy. You see them around but you have 
no idea what they are doing. You have no idea what is going on in 
people’s minds. Then what are you looking at with your bare eyes rounded? 
Well, learn from the dharma and grow your own wisdom. Whatever you 
see, do not hurry to a conclusion. If you cannot transcend your own gaze 
(yan guang), yes you will not get to understand the actions of others in the 
temples or elsewhere. You’ve got a lot of time. Just help out whenever 
you can.” 
 
We seldom talked again; like every resident in the temple-scape, Shifu Clarity 
was busy all the time with all sorts of residential services and with her role obligations 
(Chapter 4). Nonetheless, the effect of that conversation on me was a strengthened 
interpretive suspension. It seemed she knew better than I about our trade of anthropology, 
namely, how does one get to know “what makes people tick?” How do we know what we 
                                                        
56 A Buddhist monastic way of life implies embracing religious practices comprehensively while every 
monastic can potentially become a locus for public connections. Hence temple-based monastics’ guest 
receiving areas tend to be located at monastics’ individual or shared dorms. For long-term fieldwork, my 
own gender identity permits more convenient and less controversial access to the dorm spaces of the nuns, 
who substantiated the Shifu figures in this dissertation. In this dissertation about sidestepping a secularist 
separation between the religious and the secular life spheres, I put aside the problem of gender in order to 
lay out the more common ground. Of course, in such a treatise of public access to religious participation, 
gender does matter in terms of access to religious role models, gendered and de-gendered relationship to 
authority, and changing gender roles in a late-socialist state-society. That treatise, however, demands 
ethnographic consideration of men and women alike who were embedded in specific gender relations 
before and after they pursued monasticism in late socialist China. Ethnographic treatises on the gendered 
bodies of Buddhist monastics in late socialist China mostly consider situations where the monastic body 
converges with not only a gendered body but also an ethnic body, especially in the case of Tibetan monks 
and nuns (Cho 2015; Hillman and Henfry 2006; Makley 2005, 2007) or Theravada monks in Southweat 
China (Borchert 2005, 2016; Casas 2016).   
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know and what we do not know? I continued to wander around Temple Commons, along 
with the massive waves of individuals who also went ashore in the temple day by day. 
Chapter and Ethnographic Narrative Organization 
In each of the three ethnographic chapters, I have traced how people encounter a 
Buddhist residential temple arena through its general performative programs and what the 
performances do to their perceived position in the worlds that are meaningful to them. To 
adopt the analytic language of a ritual analysis approach, I described the ritual doings and 
ritual framings in each case. These include do-it-yourself wish-vowing activities (Chapter 
2), self-help lottery divinatory activities (Chapter 3), and residential temple service works 
(Chapter 4).  
In Chapter 2, I present the case of giving wish-vows. In Mandarin, the idiom of 
yuan connotes both wishes and vows. In practice, it runs through a variety of self-
narrating performances. Considering the spectacle of temple realities, yuan performance 
is probably the most popular practice for occasional temple-goers in a range of temple 
arenas, including Buddhist temples. In residential Buddhist temples, a peculiar change of 
subjective framework takes place when wish-makers, over time, may come to think about 
the cause of religious efficacy (ling) of their wish-vowing activities in terms of vow-
giving rather than wish-making. The chapter presents and discusses how a performance 
frame of wish-vowing provides a ritual position from which ordinary people may 
articulate and embody their optative selves – i.e. their wished-for relations with others in 
their worlds – and to co-create relational realities through the ritual actor’s free 
commitment actions. The idea of the “optative” specifically emerges from ethnographic 
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theorization of wish-vow performances, highlighting the subjective validity of unique 
normative visions to each temple-goer who specifies a wish/vow. Given its peculiar 
emphasis on self-understanding and meaningful actions, it will also give us a new horizon 
from which to consider other activities taking place in Chinese temple-scapes. A quick 
note here is that we shall not confuse wish-vow performances with the precept-pledging 
rituals (shou jie) by which a practitioner commits to standardized codes of behavioral 
conduct. The ethnography shows how wish-vows are essentially self-understandings 
about one’s desirable scenarios. For now, I would merely mention that the yuan-action is 
an imaginative initiative that makes an open-ended and mutually constituted process of 
subject becomings possible.  
In Chapter 3, I present the case of “drawing the efficacious lot” (chou lingqian) 
and consider the epistemic consequences of its performance. The practice involves a 
temple-goer shaking a hand-sized container full of wooden lots until one lot emerges 
indexing a pre-written poetic text. Similarly, I focus on the framing moments when the 
performances oblige the self-help divinatory temple-goer to become an asking agent. This 
performative agent formulates a burning question and requests responses in the form of 
poetic resonances. The emergence of a singled-out wooden lot iconically depicts the 
singularity of a particular life moment at which the performer becomes a questioning self. 
Previous studies and popular discourses tended to focus on poetic texts and text-
interpreters. Following a ritual analysis approach, I point out that an interpreting helper 
comes into play, yet only after the self-help diviner initiates an entrustment action. This 
happens in a temple’s open courtyards and halls, where co-temple-goers may become 
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interpreters by listening to a divinatory practitioner’s life situations and relating them to a 
poetic narrative.  Through a sequence of tentative and decisive entrustment moves, 
interpretive relationships emerge case by case and may form long-term trust relationships 
over time.  
In Chapter 4, I investigate the activities of “cultivation lodgers,” i.e., occasional 
temple-goers who reside in Buddhist temples to provide residential services and who 
often travel far to serve diverse local temple communities in this way. The lodgers’ own 
accounts of their service activities suggest that an autonomous (albeit amorphous and 
porous) self-fashioning narrative thrives even when a way of life is thought to be mostly 
religiously structured (i.e. living day and night in a temple-space and interacting closely 
with the monastic figures). On this basis, I suggest that a generic idiom of cultivation sets 
the scene of Buddhist-temple-based residential services without presupposing a singular 
disciplinary regime. To further develop “cultivation” as an analytic in studying embodied, 
productive powers of practices, I also analyze how an analytic of cultivation as mastery 
of skills can tell us about the practice-relationships that are going on in Chinese Buddhist 
temples without invoking a clergy-lay scheme.  
By no means are the three practices the only representative popular practices in a 
residential Buddhist temple venue. I chose the three participation forms because their 
stories were rarely told from the perspective of occasional temple goers and because the 
world-making processes enabled by them are important for thinking beyond institutional 
paradigms of religious lives. Together they can best illustrate Chinese temple-goer’s art 
of “sidestepping” the late socialist state’s modernist conceptions of religion-zongjiao; an 
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art of making creative uses of the available state spaces. Meanwhile, the list can go on 
inexhaustibly because a temple-scape evolves. A temple maintains its vitality and 
contemporary relevance precisely through spatially absorbing/hosting all kinds of needy 
practice programs envisioned by an evolving public in its temple-scape’s shared, 
common venue.  
Indeed each temple venue has its own dynamics as fluid temple participations 
stabilize over time. How various actors in each temple venue manage and negotiate that 
inherent space of ambiguity can be a topic for other scholars who are more interested in 
representing local power claims. What I provide is but a basic idea of residential 
Buddhist temples, a feasible conceptual framework to make sense of the assorted 
activities that are going on simultaneously in a shared venue, and an example of 
alternative empirical narratives. I hope you can enjoy the ethnography and learn how the 
varied participatory programs in the temple venue allow diverse temple participants to 
maintain heterogeneous understandings of a religious/secular life. After that, we can 
return to the problem of subject formation and religious agency in late socialist China and 
consider how these activities help create pliant personal spaces beyond the reach of the 
secularist state’s institutional management projects.  
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CHAPTER TWO MAKING WISH-VOWS 
 
Spaces can be real and imagined. Spaces 
can tell stories and unfold stories. Spaces 
can be interrupted, appropriated and 
transformed through artistic and literary 
practice. bell hooks, Choosing the Margin 
as a Space of Radical Openness(1989) 
 
 
Prelude 
The day I learned an interlocutor’s yuan –a wish-vow – transformed how I 
understood my professional aspiration to “understand others” and to “enlarge intelligible 
human discourses” (Geertz 1988). Thirteen months had passed since I entered the field in 
East China and lodged in Temple Commons at the heart of the Glorious City and Temple 
Zero, its branch mountainside temple in the city’s rural outskirt. An agnostic social 
scientist, I was told by Shifu Immense –a Chinese Buddhist nun in her mid-forties –that if 
I could ever make sense of her meaningful worlds, it was because that she had 
“personally pledged a wish-vow that she would open herself to all sentient beings and 
allow all sentient beings to make sense of her through embodiment.”  
It was the fifteenth day of the seventh month in the Chinese lunar calendar, 
known as “Ghost Festival” in folk stories, “Ullam-basin Festival” in popular Buddhist 
narratives, or the “Day of Joyful Buddhahood” in a monastic discourse. On this day, an 
annual three-month residential summer study period in the Chinese Buddhist monastic 
communities ends, culminating in the collective chanting of the Ullam-basin Sutra 
(Teiser 1988). The sutra tells the story of monks making vows together to save a 
deceased, greedy mother from the hungry ghost’s territory. The belief goes that the 
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miraculous efficacy generated by the vowing monastics can accomplish even greater 
feats with mass participation in the ritual attunement activities. Thus lay Buddhists, 
occasional temple goers, atheists, agnostic tourists, and so forth –are all welcome to join 
the monastics to chant the sutra collectively to benefit all suffering beings; or, at least to 
benefit the participants themselves and their significant others.  
In the summer of 2016, the small resident community of twenty-one nuns, novices, 
and lay cultivation lodgers in Temple Zero, as well as the huge residential community of 
over a hundred at Temple Commons, celebrated the day with all kinds of temple-goers. In 
Temple Zero, scattered temple-goers roamed around the temple courtyards and halls to 
enjoy the scenery and architecture while they made wishes before their perceived deities 
and in the company of families and friends. Village women wrapped paper money 
outside the halls under the lead of their village spirit medium. Voluntary groups from the 
town distributed food bags. Self-help divination practitioners chatted, interpreting 
divinatory poems and discussing life stories right in the courtyards. As was typical in a 
Chinese Buddhist temple-scape, parallel activities interpolated one another dynamically.  
Amidst the temples’ signature spectacle of co-present realities, I bumped into Shifu 
Immense in the courtyard outside the main hall. She was an ex-government official and 
had been a monastic for three years. We chatted briefly about the festival day, my plans 
to return to grad school, and my slight frustration over the daunting task of 
“understanding others.” Isn’t it true, I said to her, that we could never gain full 
knowledge of the hidden backgrounds of a person or a happening? Without that 
knowledge, how can I ever know the experience of another –such as Lee, my temple 
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acquaintance? I was not expecting a serious conversation, yet Shifu Immense engaged 
with my thinking and presence, 
“Not the right way,” she commented immediately. “Do not seek 
intelligibility through reason (li jie, making sense through reason). Make 
sense through embodiment (ti jie)! When you make sense through 
embodiment, gather the power of yuan (wish-vowing)!… Don’t you know 
most people have closed the door of their heart and mind? You cannot 
approach their thoughts and feelings because they have denied you the 
access. Look, here is the main hall,” she pointed to the grand hall rising 
twenty-or-so flights of wide staircases. “If I should lock the door, and 
leave you outside, how can you ever know that inside the hall there are 
altar-tables, incense, candles, Buddha-statues, praying mats, et cetera?”  
Already surprised, I soon encountered something more unexpected. She added, 
“[If you could ever make sense of me through embodiment,] It is because I 
have allowed you to make sense of me through embodiment. It is because 
of a yuan (wish-vow) that I have personally pledged! I have yuan (wish-
vowed) that I would open myself to all sentient beings, and allow all 
sentient beings to make sense of me through embodiment, including the 
sentient beings living on my body…[To make sense through embodiment,] 
communication is also necessary. Only if humans communicate with one 
another, just as what we are doing now, can you learn what kind of yuan I 
have pledged personally, what I have been doing, or how I understand 
what is happening….”  
 
My field notes ended with a series of ellipses. The webs of meanings were too thick to 
make sense of, either through reason or embodiment alone.  
 
Religious Subjection Formations: Agency and Becomings 
Temple Spaces and the Social Production of “Optative” Selves 
During fieldwork, I encountered talk about wish-vows almost everywhere in the 
Buddhist temple-scape. I was especially amazed that my interlocutors – ranging from 
temple-goers to temple-residing monastics – all seemed to take it for granted that wish-
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vows possess a causal power to make things happen. In a way similar to what you heard 
from Shifu Immense, who attributed my knowledge of her experiences to her effort of 
having given and kept a specific wish-vow, people in a Chinese Buddhist temple-scape 
tend to emphasize the causal effects of wish-vows on the course of events. Idiomatically, 
they describe this subjective effectual factor that plays a role in shaping the state of 
affairs as the “power of wish-vows” (yuan li). They trace it on an ex post facto basis, 
acknowledge it whenever they can, and seek to harness this power for themselves.  
What, then, is the action of wish-vowing (yuan) as most temple-actors would 
understand it? How does its power work? What tools, if any, may these temple actors 
have appropriated to make the power accessible? Equally importantly, before we can 
answer all these questions, how do we analysts choose the right apparatuses to make 
sense of a phenomenon that likely presumes a quite different understanding of human 
agency compared to our Anglo-American conventional wisdom?  
When investigating the above questions – especially the last – our purpose is not 
to come up with a theory of social action and human intention (even if considering the 
nature of “yuan” for the sake of translating it appropriately does compel us to consider 
the premise of human agency starting from quite different ground). Rather, the purpose is 
to illustrate the overall view that the dissertation seeks to convey, namely: Chinese 
Buddhist temples have made space for diverse temple goers to pursue complex activities 
in their own directions. Here the case of wish-vowing is particularly revealing because 
the practice looks quite uniform in terms of its empirical, observable form and yet it 
allows individual practitioners to precisely articulate their own normative visions. 
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Besides, conveniently for ethnographers, in the eyes of diverse temple-goers wish-
vowing does not appear to be a theological concept but a concrete practice that is 
immediately accessible.  In this regard, the objectivity of wish-vowing as a common form 
of practice with stylistic features that are recognizable to Chinese temple-goers, and the 
empirical ways of Chinese temple-goers making wish-vows, will be the main objects of 
our ethnographic narrative.  
In what follows, I discuss how the widespread practice of wish-vowing in a 
Chinese Buddhist temple-scape provides a performance frame within which occasional 
practitioners can articulate new relational scenarios and commit themselves to 
concomitant actions.  In using the phrase “performance frame,” I follow recent ritual 
theorists who emphasize that sharing a formalistic convention provides the mimetic 
foundation for a shared social life (Seligman and Weller 2018). This method of ritual 
analysis emphasizes an idea that practical doings themselves invoke and involve an active 
framing process. This helps us focus on what our interlocutors do by considering what 
they understand themselves to be doing, namely, by associating “agency with self-
interpretation” (Keane 2003:235). In this way, we may destabilize the positivist 
opposition between intentional states and external effects and then come to recognize 
how the wish-vow makers themselves align intentions and effects.  
In English grammar, the optative mood indicates a wish, hope, or desire. In the 
case of understanding wish-vowing in Chinese Buddhist temples, we may denote subjects’ 
wishful perception of themselves and their wished-for relations with others in their 
worlds to be an optative state of self. By employing this grammatical terminology, I 
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would like to show specifically the duality of yuan – namely, how wish-vowing is not 
only an optative mode of action but also a performance frame that involves formalistic 
conventions. This means that wish-vowing does more than allow its practitioners to 
articulate what they wish, hope, or desire to see in themselves and the world in an 
embodied way, and to co-create a multitude of relational realities. In fact, the 
conventional practice of wish-vowing obliges its practitioners to do so and, in this way, 
socially produces the subjects whose lives thereafter are entangled with a particular 
optative moment. Chinese temple spaces provide a peculiar setting because they not only 
sacralize these optative moments but also memorialize these moments.  
Before I elaborate on the performance frame of wish-vowing and discuss how it 
accommodates diverse normative scenarios (in an optative mood) in specific 
ethnographic scenes, let me clarify the problem of creative agency and heterogeneous 
becomings that conditions our discussion. In particular, this involves giving a second 
look at two terms that Anglo-American writers tend to adopt habitually to describe 
“wish-vowing” activities – namely, “praying” and “worshiping.” Recent anthropology 
gives further ground for recognizing the insufficiency of our conceptual vocabularies; but 
more awareness of this is needed. 
Experiences of Agency 
The work of becoming, as Biehl and Locke reflect on the issue, “is inherently a 
work of creation” (Biehl and Locke 2017:9). “It invokes the capacities of people to 
endure and live on as they reckon with the overdetermined constraints and resources of 
the worlds into which they are thrown, while also, crucially, calling on their ability to 
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approach the open-ended, to imagine worlds and characters that do not –but may yet –
exist” (ibid, added emphasis). Noteworthily, Biehl and Locke make a distinction between 
a world out there and the worlds in imaginations that “do not –but may yet- exist.” This 
immediately raises a few methodological and conceptual questions, i.e., by what measure 
do we attend to the “imagined” or the “existing” worlds? What are the categories we use 
to understand the aspects of a “person” concerning her capacities or ability to imagine? 
How do we locate the actions that bridge the two worlds in an agentive perspective? All 
these point to the problem that we anthropologists –who allegedly deal with the 
“empirical” phenomena –must also engage with normative presuppositions that make 
certain human actions conceivable or inconceivable. Therefore, to study the “open-ended” 
work of becoming anthropologically, a critical move is to pinpoint an empirical locus that 
works to mediate or immediate an actors’ agency in particular ways. 
Thinking with questions of religion pushes us most forcefully to deal with core 
aspects of human action and imagination. Anthropologists of religion have critically 
reflected on the category of religion (and the religious), its historical appropriations, as 
well as our analytic presuppositions (Asad 2003, 2009; Bangstad 2009; Bialecki 2016; 
Cannell 2005, 2010; Hann and Goltz 2010; Kapferer 2001; Saler 1993). By taking our 
interlocutors’ positions, ethnographers renew theorizations about the questions of agency, 
relatedness, and reality against the living experiences in contemporary life (Biehl et al. 
2007; Csordas 2009; Engelke 2010; Keane 2007; Lambek 2000). Seeking to go beyond 
the object/subject conundrum, recent anthropologists also consider how religious subject 
formation as a process gradually orients our interlocutors to attend to others, other forms 
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of beings, or radical otherness (Luhrmann 2012, 2018; Robbins 2001, 2007). All these 
works similarly point to a direction that ethnographers may provide detail accounts of the 
“opening up” processes of becomings that include the other possibilities and the roads-
not-taken, rather than beginning with a taken-for-granted relational mode of subjectivity.  
A case in point is how we approach the yuan (wish-vows) phenomenon that is so 
prevalent in Chinese lives in general and Chinese Buddhist temple activities in particular. 
Insofar as a state of intention, feelings, and even the will is implicated in human actions, 
first, we need to make sure that our familiar concepts of human agency does not prevent 
us from perceiving novel and unfamiliar modes of subject formation. This is precisely the 
analytic opportunity to engage with what may be happening when a yuan action is in 
course.  
 
Yuan Performance and the Heart’s Work: Three Conceptualization Approaches 
A yuan action centers on the immanent subject57 who is doing the yuan work, 
rather than immediately presupposing an addressee. In Chinese etymology, yuan is a 
compound character comprised of the characters for “source/origin” and “heart.”58 Given 
                                                        
57 The relationship between transcendence and immanence is formulated differently in various cultural-
religious traditions, as well as in different analytic approaches, see the debate on the concept of 
transcendence in anthropology in Robbins et. al 2016, and on the concept of faith and god in Suhr and 
Willerslev et al. 2018. I consider the immanent subject as being transcendent, similar to Ames (2014) and 
Duara (2015). 
 
58 The simplified Chinese character for yuan 愿 is both an ideogram and a phono-semantic compound, with 
the character for “source/origin” (yuan 原) vertically sitting on the character for “heart/mind” (xin 心). The 
spelling had already appeared in Shuo-wen, an early 2nd century dictionary, with the definition “be 
prudent/honest; [semantically] following the heart [component], and phonetically [in accordance with] the 
yuan [component].” The current “traditional” character for yuan, 願, which is used in Taiwan, Hong Kong, 
and Japan, doesn’t have the “heart” component, but instead uses a shorthand頁 for 頭 (head). The two 
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that the Chinese grammar does not distinguish between the singular or plural forms of a 
noun, the term denotes both a concept and an object. Yuan is also a transitive verb, 
denoting an action of the heart. Translations of the noun form of yuan include “wishes,” 
“vows,” “aspirations,” “desire,” “prayers,” “hopes,” “willingness,” “readiness,” not to 
mention the polysemy of each of these English terms. Given the contextual nature of 
translation works, we do not need to agree on only one rendering at the expense of losing 
sight of the other conceptual possibilities. 
There are three conceptual approaches to interpreting the action of yuan. First, in 
a god-centered model, temple-goers “pray” when they perform the yuan action. Second, 
in a social realist human-centered model, temple-goers “express desires” when they 
perform the yuan action. Third, in a performance and ritual attunement model, temple-
goers “give wish-vows” or learn to do it when they perform the yuan action. The 
distinction between the three approaches is just heuristic in order to revise our descriptive 
narratives.   
Concerning the god-centered model, there is often the ontological presupposition 
of the Creator/Creature divide when a monotheistic scheme informs our understandings 
of religions in general. The relational scheme enacted by the descriptive use of the verb 
“to pray” is very specific. It presumes a transcendental existence–and by parallel and 
association, the deities in other religious traditions –to be the privileged actors in the 
human relationship with the divine. Consequently, the gods, deities, buddhas, and 
                                                                                                                                                                     
characters, with different etymologies, are considered to have acquired the same meaning historically due 
to their homophone status. In Chinese linguistics, these are called phonetic loan characters. 
http://www.zdic.net/z/19/sw/613F.htm; https://ja.wiktionary.org/wiki/%E9%A1%98 
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bodhisattvas in a Chinese temple-scape are often interpreted through deflected concepts 
rooted in discourses articulating an image of the all-mighty God. Teiser (forthcoming) 
particularly points out that the common understanding of petitionary prayers as 
communication with the transcendental divine is misleading59. As soon as an image of 
petition relations –between a single higher deity and its numerous lower worshippers –is 
projected, it becomes difficult to recognize the blurred boundary between gods and 
humans in a Chinese temple-scape, especially when humans are elevated to the status of 
divine agents by fellow humans. In extraordinary stories passed through tales and dramas, 
apotheosized humans not only have statues or tablets on altars representing their presence 
but also sometimes have their flesh or body-parts directly worshipped 60 . In brief, 
misplaced monotheistic categories informed narratives like “worshippers praying to their 
gods” and created more confusion than clarity. 
Adopting a Marxian stance, Sangren opens up another analytic direction in 
studying Chinese religions. Conceiving humans as the makers of themselves in history, 
he notices that, for the Han Chinese, “worship” –or the yuan performance –is rather as an 
idiom of self-construction. “What starts out as an engagement with a reified, alienated 
divinity becomes a more reflective engagement with the self; ‘enlightenment’ amounts to 
the discovery that the self is itself divine and for some, divinity is but a projection of the 
self….Those who sincerely seek guidance [from gods] are thought [by themselves and by 
                                                        
59 Sun (2016) seeks to reconstruct the category of prayer by engaging with Chinese temples. 
 
60 Relic-body is called flesh-body bodhisattvas. Its contemporary production is rarer but the tales are well 
founded. There was a flesh-body bodhisattva shrine in Temple Zero in my field site. Contemporary 
mummification cases in Taiwan see Gildow & Bingenheimer (2002);Travagnin (2006) 
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various shifu personas] inevitably to learn eventually that prayer for solely individual 
benefits is only the beginning of the cultivation process (xiude)” (Sangren 2000: 80-86).  
Here, Sangren shifts the analytic perspective to the human yearnings rather than a 
unifiable object for those yearning humans. In his more recent works, Sangren connects 
this Han religious dynamic of pursuing self-enhancement to general social theories, 
following Freud and Lacan in conceptualizing “desire” as a human universal. He 
observes, in the context of the Han yuan-performances within or outside temple contexts, 
that “beneath the wish to control the future…lies a psychologically more fundamental 
desire to claim ownership of one’s being –or, in contemporary parlance, to assert agency” 
(Sangren 2012:117). Anthropologists widely recognize that “desire” as an aspect of 
subjectivity intimately relates to experiences of agency. Thinking with Chinese religions, 
then, we can also explore “desire” and agency in the context of comparative religions and 
investigate the tangible pathways along which those amorphous human yearnings take 
shape in concrete, shared formulations.  
This brings us to what I call a performance and ritual attunement model for 
interpreting the yuan phenomenon in a Chinese Buddhist temple-scape. By performance, 
at the most basic level, I mean no more than the act of wishing/vowing itself; or, what we 
can observe empirically by tracing the idiom of yuan and the temple goers’ accounts of 
what they are doing when they engage in these activities. By ritual attunement, I follow a 
broad array of anthropologists who uncouple the concept of “ritual” from theological 
categories and certain presupposed states of mind (such as “faith”), and who think of 
rituals as plays and processes of practical engagement and attuning activities (Asad 1994; 
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Austin 1998; Bateson 1972; Bell 1992; Seligman et al. 2008; Seligman and Weller 2012, 
2019). The analytic focus on ritual doings and their recurrent patterning points us to a 
formalization process of practices and the “phenomenology of the forming of form” 
(Handelman 2006:46; also Basso and Senft 2009; Goffman 1967). For ethnographers, 
here we enter an action field of the possible in situ. To put it another way, when diverse 
practitioners come to do things in a particular shared style, we analysts get to observe 
how these doings “present norms and make it available for absorption” (Bell 1992:191).  
With this understanding of ritual attunement and performance, the yuan practices in Han 
Buddhist temples turn out to be productively performative. Instead of prescribing a priori 
norms, these stylistic actions exert a normative force by stressing and punctuating the 
relations that one might have with others.  
First, the same idiom of yuan runs through the popular wish-making activities 
(xuyuan), the more specifically Buddhist vow-giving (fayuan) engagement, and the do-it-
yourself divination performance in Chinese temples. Second, the yuan performances –
including the practices of wishing, vowing, and poetic-divining – are all mimetic 
behaviors that bring to the forefront someone’s spontaneous feelings and intentions, 
through an obligatory gesture of telling one’s purposes in situ. Third, the yuan 
performances demand emergent descriptions of the agents’ understandings of his/her 
unique life situation, namely, descriptions of how lives are lived. Fourth, as performance 
frames, the yuan practices invite the agents to make concomitant narratives of an optative 
reality, oblige the individual to describe how he/she desires to live his/her life and 
authorize the new self-narratives with effective normative forces. In other words, 
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combining Sangren’s humanist approach and the recent ritual studies, we find that “desire” 
and ritual actions come together in a mutually supportive way.  
I propose to conceptualize yuan performance in Han Buddhist temples as a 
performative technology of making commitments. The function of commitment 
performances, like the other significant ritual performances, is to refresh, reconfirm, 
reformulate, and reorient the agents’ relations with self and another. Admittedly, the 
“commitment” image primarily comes from a Buddhist ritual and scriptural contexts in 
which yuan specifically refers to the heartfelt purposes of a bodhisattva who would both 
wish and vow for the welfare of all beings (Nattier 2007: 118-120). However, at the same 
time, via an anthropological conceptualization of the polysemous idiom of yuan, I hope 
to capture more generally a mode of agency that is manifested in a free human being’s 
visionary and commitment actions. This is by no means limited to Buddhist soteriology. 
The task is to focus on the empirical processes that mediate the temple-goers’ desire in 
particular ways. 
 
Spiritual Efficacy and Wishing/Vowing 
Objectifying Wishes: Encounters, Performances and Text Acts 
To make a wish is to concentrate on and formulate a desire or a feeling in a para-
narrative genre of “I wish….” The content of a wish is contingent on an individual’s 
biographic experiences. Meanwhile, the manner and environment of the wish-making 
practice are inseparable from forms of performative stances that are conventionally 
intelligible in communal histories. In China, younger generations are increasingly 
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accustomed to a parallel performance frame of wish-making in front of creamy, candled 
cakes during birthday celebrations according to the Gregorian-civil calendar. Nonetheless, 
temples remain a default public venue for making wishes on any occasion when an 
individual perceives a need. This is especially so for the Buddhist temples that become 
particularly visible in the late socialist regime (Image 1).  
 
Image 1. Courtyard near a hall in a Saturday morning 
Encountering each other’s wish-making moments in a public space is a unique 
opportunity for engaging with others. As individuals, temple goers make wishes about 
others. As relational beings, the temple goers also visit temples in the company of 
relatives and friends (in the cities) or neighbors (in the countryside), and in this way hear 
–but not necessarily talking to –one another. Ioana, a 28-year-old summer camp 
participant, told of her encounter with Buddhist temples during a tourist trip, 
 “I did not expect to find myself so touched when hearing my mother and father, 
in a temple, saying they only wished me to own happiness. They held their wish 
card as if carrying gold. I saw what was in their eyes when they looked at the 
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bodhisattva’s statue; I watched every single movement as they knelt to pray, 
despite my mother’s waist injury. It was an expression of genuine concern for me. 
We were traveling, and on the edge of fighting after having spent too much time 
together. They were not satisfied with my job [in a small private business]; ‘too 
insecure.’ I cannot tolerate their banal security within state institutions either. 
Stuck there. However, I am convinced by how they care.”  
 
For Ioana, the wishes are real; so is the objectification of wishes that becomes 
uniquely tangible in the temple-scape. Here we also notice the use of wish cards, a vital 
instrument available in the Han temples to solicit and sanctify the desires of ordinary 
wish-makers(Image 1). Beyond a few transient body gestures, wish-makers may inscribe 
their wishes into a permanent existence and transform a card into a solid sacred object. 
Depending on the layout of each temple, these could take the form of cloth slips tied to 
tree branches, tiny lanterns hung on red-wood cloister beams, wood-tablets sticking to a 
wall or small cards attached to the tails of great lanterns, crowds of which almost make 
up a second layer of the ceiling, and so on. Regardless of location, these materialized 
wishes mass together in enormous quantity.  
 
Image 1. Temple-goers making wishes/vows; wish-slips overhead. (Photo by M.p. Xu) 
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Numbers do matter. Scholars of Chinese religions have discussed that the popular 
concept of spiritual efficacy is contingent on the measure of scale: the more co-
participants, the more powerful become the gods (Chau 2008; Feuchtwang 2010; Sangren 
2000). A dramatic spectacle of unceasing wish offerings thus can be as indicative of the 
success and credibility of a particular temple and deity as the “unceasing incense 
offerings” (xianghuo). Putting aside the gods’ role, we nonetheless notice the spectacle’s 
sensorial quality that bespeaks the passage of time. Showing the traces of past and 
present mass participation, the wish-slips make wish-making contagious, enticing more 
participants to join the carnival to express their unique yearnings61 . Fortune, health, 
career success, passing national exams and entering higher education, lasting marriage, 
domestic peace, joy, happiness…a few common themes repeatedly appear on the wish-
slips. However, each of them comes with a unique signature. Thus the seeming repetition 
carries inexhaustible layers of emotional forces that precisely constitute the aura of a co-
created wish-spectacle.  
Inscribing wishes on wish-slips also gives rise to a distinctive genre of “text act,” 
a concept extended from Austin’s “speech act” (Chau 2011; Shen manuscript). The act of 
inscribing an embodied wish on a dis-embodied wish-slip pushes the wish-makers to 
clarify and articulate their relationships to their wish-addressees by using relational 
address terms. Not surprisingly, in a Han context, family collectives (hejia) are imagined 
to be a default actor for making or receiving a wish. Companies, and occasionally pets, 
                                                        
61 Han temple goers are ready to pay cash to any space managers in exchange for valuable shelter space for 
their wish-object. With the basis of temple economy fundamentally revolutionized in contemporary China, 
it is by providing wish-deposit space and charging fees that a Chinese temple-scape secure a stable source 
of income to fund their ongoing projects. 
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show up frequently on the list of people’s concerns. The future of Buddhism, the nation-
state (written as “ancestral nation”), and some general references to an international 
world (shi jie) also appear regularly. Few mention voluntary associations or other social 
organizations in this manner. In other words, not only does the content of the wishes 
reveal current social imaginaries and a surplus of collective orality, but the writing act 
itself is a productive nexus for social discourse. Bourdieu notes,  
“Private experiences undergo nothing less than a change of state when 
they recognize themselves in the public objectivity of an already 
constituted discourse, the objective sign of recognition of their right to be 
spoken and to be spoken publicly” (Bourdieu 1977: 170). 
 
In this understanding, the means of expressing unexpressed experiences is already 
a source of authority. Katz’s investigation of Chinese wish-making proceeds also along 
this line. He notes that the act of making wishes “legitimize one’s claims, and if 
successful, can help to create or reinforce facts in ways that are considered culturally 
sanctioned” (Katz 2008: 61). We should note that the act of writing, or the performance 
of “text acts” –including writing, inscribing, or bidding for characters –is itself 
abundantly power-laden in Chinese political and religious dramas (Santos 2013). Thus, in 
a Chinese temple-scape, we observe a cacophony of non-elite voices expressed by 
ordinary people and witnessed by their perceived deities. As fearless authors of their 
wish-slips, ordinary wish-makers authorize their works of the self in the shared public 
display. 
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Wishes as Oaths: Commitment Performance and Authorial Agency 
 Wish-slips as personal monuments are products of votive practices. This is a topic 
widely examined by the historians, archeologists, and philologists of ancient religions62. 
In the Chinese cultural-religious traditions, Katz further notes that the human 
“willingness to make an oath is viewed as a sign of confidence in the legitimacy of one’s 
cause, while those who back out at the last minute are often viewed as guilty” (Katz 2008: 
62). In other words, wishes, as oaths, not only legitimize a cause but more importantly 
legitimatize the agent who dares to make that oath to the extent of standing up to trials 
beyond imagination and making significant sacrifices. Thus alongside a process of 
authorization that is dependent on perceived deities, the action of wish-making, as oath-
giving, obliges practitioners to authorize their claims.  
 This commitment action may be what distinguishes between wish-making gesture 
in the temples and the hopeful wishes that one makes in other contexts. For specific 
wishes to come true, Han wish-makers, culturally receptive and socially conditioned, 
make concrete, specifiable promises to sacrifice something to initiate the possibility of an 
optative scenario. When eventually the realization of a wish occurs, they bring gifts and 
offerings to temples to fulfill their promises and to express their gratitude by repaying the 
deities. Such promises are concrete. For example, a few days before the Ulam-basin 
festival in 2016 that I mentioned at the beginning of this chapter, a village mother 
                                                        
62 In Classical Greek and Latin usage, a “vow” (Latin: votum) refers to “a promise to make an offering to a 
divinity, contingent upon first receiving a god’s help.” Vows as such “were not made lightly, for it was 
assumed that the failure to fulfill the promise would provoke the deity.” “Vrata” in classic Vega is not 
contingent (Lubin 2001, 566). In ancient Egypt, votive objects were dedicated to the resident deities of 
shrines and temples, yet “in anticipation of blessings or in order to appease a deity, rather than in 
fulfillment of a vow after a prayer had been answered” (Pinch and Waraksa, 2009). 
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brought 18 sets of winter and summer quilts as “blessing returning” offerings to Temple 
Zero. Now that her son had succeeded in the national college entrance exam and secured 
a ticket to the higher education, she visited the temple to fulfill her earlier promise to 
support the cultivation practices of all permanent residents of the temple. The more 
elaborate forms include sponsoring temples’ regular feasting events, or other more 
extensive rituals officiated by ritual specialists ranging from spirit mediums to Taoist 
priests and Buddhist monastics. Most frequently, wish-returners merely bring cash to 
help sustain the ongoing renovation and construction projects of the temple spaces. When 
a wish has yet to come true, wish-makers visit more temples to ask for advice and help 
from more deities. They also have recourse to other means at hand especially the 
unutilized connections (guanxi, so-called social capital). A thanksgiving event is never 
canceled but is infinitely postponed until the wish eventually comes true.  
 During my recent fieldwork, one ethnographic finding seemed to diverge from 
earlier scholarly observations: namely, one does not need to visit the same deity figure in 
the same place for the wish-returning event. At least in Buddhist temples, it is common 
for temple goers to make a specific ritualized wish in one temple and to conclude the 
wish-project in another temple in another place. This is a phenomenon partially 
encouraged by the contemporary tourist industry and labor migration. On a deeper level, 
it is due to a fluid sense of place/no-place in Buddhist traditions (Fisher 2016; Waghorne 
2016). In urban Buddhist temples, peasant migrant-workers make the same sort of 
prosperity wishes that they would make in their village temples. As sojourners, they 
confirm a parochial identity by bringing up wishes towards their village/lineage 
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membership. A common wish in this genre goes like this, “Bodhisattvas, please 
safeguard (bao you) me so I may work smoothly to return to my hometown with a 
successful profile and be able to give glory to my lineage and ancestors (yi jin huan 
xiang).” The name of “bodhisattva” is invoked because temple visitors recognize the 
iconic statues as representations of buddhas and bodhisattvas. In the same manner, they 
would invoke, say, the Deity of Wealth, whose statue can be found –and is expected to be 
found–in almost every temple arena, including Buddhist temples such as Temple 
Commons and Temple Zero. Although progressive Buddhists may consider the inability 
to distinguish between Daoist deities and Buddhas-and-Bodhisattvas a sign of ignorance 
and a site for educational intervention, few interventions are made. Again, this may seem 
strange only from the perspective of a god-centered model. Insofar as we consider wish-
making as an aspect of subjectivity, the more interesting question is how the sojourners’ 
experiences of agency are inflected by or reflective of their encounters with the Buddhist 
temples in contemporary China.  
 
Efficacy: Divination, Wishing, and Vowing 
In the perspective of temple-goers, Buddhism per se is far less interesting than the 
participatory opportunities that Buddhist temples could offered them to address their 
most urgent religious concerns –especially concerning a taken-for-granted sense of 
fatefulness and expectations for efficacious transformations. This is reflected in the fact 
that numerous temple-goers go to Buddhist temples to seek an opportunity to perform a 
self-help divination ritual (qiuqian, more in the next chapter), even though they cannot 
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always be guaranteed that space nowadays due to a sustained suspicion of “superstitious 
activities” (mixin huodong) in the late socialist state. In fact, it is striking how many 
temple-goers merely treat wish-making and divinatory practices as mutually constitutive 
on the basis of a popular obsession with “fate” in situations of uncertainty. So-called 
“fatefulness,” in popular temple-goers’ understandings, “involves the patterning or 
configuration of agencies and their relative positions” and “an active ordering of time” 
(Hatfield 2002: 861; also see Basu 1991; Festa 2007; Feuchtwang 2008; Steinmüller 
2011 et al.). In this perspective of agency and actions, the practice of wish-making can be 
interpreted as being one of the broad range of fate-seeking practices. Both are tangible 
solutions that temple visitors seek synchronically when they experience a period of 
stagnation during ongoing courses of action, eventful crises, confusing or doubtful 
situations, obscure settings, decision-making quandaries, and so on. In this regard, wish-
making and divinatory practices share the same acknowledgement of one’s partial 
knowledge of the consequences of things and a search for action-oriented clarity and 
efficacious means of improving one’s condition.  
Numerous temple-goers visited Temple Commons to express their wishes. Eyes 
glimmering with desire, they asked expectantly, “I heard Temple Commons is 
extraordinarily effective (ling)! Are there bamboo-sticks [for divination]?” The air, 
pregnant with expectation, suffered deplorably from a crisp response, “No.” If they 
visited Temple Zero in the rural outskirts, however, the temple goers would find bamboo-
sticks divination conveniently accessible. Or, if they were lucky, they might find a small, 
out-of-the-way hall in Temple Commons with a small box of divination sticks. Shifu 
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Lofty, a well-educated nun in her late fifties, had cut the bamboos herself and provided 
an interpretation book so that the divination seekers could “take pictures with their 
phones and study it at home if they need to.” She explained, 
Many people come to the temples just for the divinatory sticks. They probably 
need to make important decisions. Seeking out (qiu) Guan-yin Bodhisattva will 
always generate efficacy (ling). This is true whichever Guan-yin Bodhisattva you 
seek out. It is because the Guan-yin bodhisattvas are compassionate; and by 
compassion, one feels the suffering of all sentient beings…However, when you 
seek for (qiu) something, you need to make a wish (xuyuan). When you make a 
wishful promise, you must return to it. Whoever has money promises money; 
whoever doesn’t have money promises a vegetarian diet (chi zhai) or good 
deeds….Praying/worship (bai) isn’t the right word! When I was a new monastic, I 
also prayed/worshiped (bai)…Only much later, I realized that if you look for ling, 
you must give a wish-vow (fayuan). You must open up your heart. The strength of 
a wish-vow is critical. To own the strength of wish-vowing, you must be sincere 
in your heart. It is like swearing an oath (fa shi). In general, people dare not take 
an oath. When they do it, they must be utterly determined and sincere. 
 
What Shifu Lofty does here is to re-interpret divination-seeking and wish-making 
by switching to the scenario of vowing. This perspective is possible through the 
polysemy of yuan, which encompasses diverse yearning for actions. Commenting on 
divinatory activities, Shifu Lofty’s narrative also distinguishes a wish-vow from the sort 
of allegiance oath-making ceremonies. Sworn associations of brotherhoods and 
sisterhoods in grassroots Chinese societies (nowadays mostly in overseas Chinese 
communities) may adopt the latter oaths. De Bernadi’s ethnography in Malaysia included 
cases in which “the sworn brothers call the god their ‘oath Buddha’ (meng Fo) because 
they swore their oath of mutual allegiance before his image” (de Bernardi 2006: 37, 256-
291). Clearly, citing the analogy of the action of “oath,” Shifu Lofty makes a code-
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switching argument as she reframes the performance of a yuan from articulating an 
individual desire to making a commitment.  
The key to the Shifu’s code-switching logic is not commonly embodied among 
the average Han. Rather, it is a world-affirming Mahayana Buddhist ethos of practicing 
the bodhisattva’s way. Admittedly, the title of “pusa” (bodhisattva) becomes a 
generalized polite address form for every temple-goer to recognize a universal potential 
for Buddhist enlightenment. However, those who consciously practice a bodhisattva way 
are not only recongized for their potential but regarded as concrete role models. The 
distinguishing character of bodhisattvas is that they wish-vow (yuan) the welfare of all 
beings. In Chinese temple, the Guan-Yin Bodhisattva is actively implored to help fulfill 
one’s yuan. It is said that Guan-Yin has given a yuan to help fulfill everyone’s yuan so 
that she is ready to respond to the cries of whoever is in need. A great many buddhas are 
venerated in popular memory, through the sutras in popular circulation, precisely on the 
basis of the yuans that the then buddhas-to-be made in their past lives as they cultivated a 
bodhisattva way. 
Buddhist Ritual Attunement and Embodiment 
Lower-case “ways” as upper-case “Ways”: Performances in the Making of Bodhisattvas 
Chinese Buddhist temple liturgies systematically incorporate the ideal of 
bodhisattvas’ yuan (both as a noun and as a verb). Every single day in a Chinese 
Buddhist temple-scape, whether at the regular morning and afternoon ritual sessions, or 
the mass ritual assemblies of various sorts, a rich variety of combinations of Buddhas’ 
and/or bodhisattvas’ yuan are recited in wholesale packages. The best-known and most 
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generic bodhisattva yuan is called the four immeasurable yuan (si hong shi yuan), which 
in English, is typically translated as “the Bodhisattva vows.” It reads,  
 
All beings beyond measure, (Bodhisattvas/I) vow (shi yuan) to liberate.  
Endless blind anxiety, (Bodhisattvas/I) vow (shi yuan) to uproot.  
Methods without a count, (Bodhisattvas/I) vow (shi yuan) to learn. 
The great way of Buddhas, (Bodhisattvas/I) vow (shi yuan) to accomplish. 
 
It is noteworthy that there is no pronoun in this everyday yuan-text. Thus in a 
textual context, it is the already-known Bodhisattvas who are allegedly the actors giving 
these yuans. In the context of ritual enactment, the speech-act performers repeatedly take 
the speech personally and are encouraged to own their speech-acts by other ritual 
participants during small talks in temple-keeping daily life. Another yuan-text 
performance speaks to this point as well. Every day in Buddhist residential temples, the 
resident community begins and ends its day with bell striking and bell-verse singing. 
When novices and, sometimes, lay lodgers learn the skill, the veterans precisely teach 
them never to forget to give their own yuan before singing the verse. The best yuan-
singer should be a yuan-giver. The evening yuan text goes,   
 
 The gold bell tolls at my very first (second/third) strike 
 The rising hymn winds high without a mike 
 My homeward song fills up the heavens’ estate 
 Then plunges into hades behind all the gates 
 
 Now bless buddhas, bodhisattvas and the like 
 Shining through sky and earth is their radiant light 
 Now bless the sentient beings of endless dharma realms 
 Nations flourish and peoples at the helms 
 
 May all beings of the three worlds in the four forms of life 
 Each be free from their repeating destinies 
 May all beings in the nine jails or of the ten varieties of ghost 
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 All shy away from their own flood of sufferings 
 
 May the climate bring regular rains and winds 
 So that peoples are rid of famine, enjoying peaceful means 
 May the residents in the southern fields and the eastern suburbs 
 See their days brightened by Yao and Shun, the virtuous rulers 
 
 May military arms rest in peace forever 
 May the armored horses no longer go to war 
 May the spirits of the defeated, wounded and deceased alike 
 Together revive in the pure land with no spite 
 
 May all flying birds and roving beasts meet no snares 
 May prodigals and traveling merchants drink from their countryside 
 
 Time and space unbounded, 
 Earth and sky long-lived, 
 May the contributors, far and near, increase in welfare and life 
 
 May the body, mouth, and mind be tranquil 
 So that the Buddhist teachings thrive and do not become dry 
 May the earth and water deities in the area tribes 
 Assure the sangha and care for the dharma 
 
 May parents, teachers, seniors, relatives, partners, and followers, 
 And the parents, teachers, seniors, relatives, partners, and followers of each, 
 Together with the deceased of all past generations, 
 All reach enlightenment without the loss of a single one 
 
 [Each stanza followed by a strike] 
 [Sing different buddhas and bodhisattvas’ names, each followed by a strike] 
 [Repeat the bell-verse three times] 63 
                                                        
63 I translated the evening yuan verse and was inspired by Thomas Gray’s Elegy Written in a Country 
Churchyard (1750). I am also grateful to Christian Engley’s literary word-choice suggestions for an 
earlier draft of this chapter. Reading the yuan verse and Gray’s elegy side by side, it is striking that the 
Chinese Buddhist yuan verse highlights prominently the human protagonists who is the speaker 
claiming to penetrate the realms of even the heaven and the hell. Consider its contrast with Grey’s three 
stanzas: 
The curfew tolls the knell of parting day,  
         The lowing herd wind slowly o'er the lea,  
The plowman homeward plods his weary way,  
         And leaves the world to darkness and to me.  
 
Now fades the glimm'ring landscape on the sight,  
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The immeasurable bodhisattva yuans are decidedly performative rather than faith-
based, given that the Han are culturally inclined to participate in rituals or ritualized 
activities regardless of one’s ultimate faiths. Accustomed to an indifferent attitude to the 
question of faith, average temple visitors nonetheless readily participate rituals in the 
temple-scape on the basis of their private understandings of “devoutness”(qiancheng) and 
particular needs. When the non-monastics in a Chinese Buddhist temple-scape participate 
in ritual performances, they mimetically recite aloud the bodhisattvas’ yuan. Belief 
operates at the practice level when practitioners believe in the effects of their ritualized 
acts. In this case, the temple-goers believe the recitation performances will ultimately 
satisfy their craving for extraordinary efficacy (ling). To put it in another way, 
performances will generate refreshing, innovative but observable changes in their 
everyday lives.  
After years of studying Chinese religions, Bell reflects in general that 
“ritualization and ritual mastery are not only circular; they are also an exercise in the 
endless deferral of meaning and purpose. The effectiveness of exercising ritual mastery 
as strategic practice lies precisely in this circularity and deferral” (Bell 1992:109). The 
circular productivity of Han religious performances manifests stereotypically in the case 
of bodhisattva liturgies. On the one hand, the ordinary Han temple visitors’ expectations 
                                                                                                                                                                     
         And all the air a solemn stillness holds,  
Save where the beetle wheels his droning flight,  
         And drowsy tinklings lull the distant folds;  
 
Save that from yonder ivy-mantled tow'r  
         The moping owl does to the moon complain  
Of such, as wand'ring near her secret bow'r,  
         Molest her ancient solitary reign. 
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of extraordinary efficacy are endlessly deferred and further invested in their participation 
in the bodhisattva performances; on the other hand, the ritual’s mimetic schemes, as 
forms of reality, are increasingly absorbed into the temple visitor’s sense of self and 
environment. An agent’s sense of ritual, eventually, becomes a sense of reality itself.  
Furthermore, due to the intimate nature of feeling surrounding the making of a 
yuan, those who have mimetically recited the bodhisattvas’ yuan are frequently urged to 
imagine these were their yuans; the emergent shape of their own formless or repressed 
desires. The interaction is often in the form of posing personal ethical challenges to one 
another as fellow human beings. Many regular temple visitors who are convinced by the 
validity of the yuan-action are ready to admit, during their small talk, their incompetence, 
unwillingness or unpreparedness in giving yuans of the same level: “Think about so-and-
so’s yuan [mostly but not exclusively monastic individuals]. Ask yourself, can you do it? 
I dare not!” In a way, it is similar to a Han competitive feasting culture where 
personalized power differentials are established during the back-and-forth toasting acts in 
the drinking games (Harmon 2010). In both situations, a notion of competence is 
overridden by willingness, while participation in the play implies ranking in a fluid status 
hierarchy.  
Then a great deal of pressure is imposed on the Han Buddhist monastics when a 
state of willingness is equated with a state of competence. On the one hand, there is an 
ethical imperative for the monastics to adopt a bodhisattva’s perspective because they 
have already taken a set of Bodhisattva’s Precepts to fulfill their monastic initiation. On 
the other hand, it also becomes a moral obligation for them to adhere to the bodhisattva 
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way. Thanks to numerous dramatic renditions including TV adaptations of the most 
popular bodhisattva Guan-yin, even ordinary Han men and women who do not identify 
themselves as Buddhists are intimately familiar with an ideal of embodied universal 
compassion. As a result, it becomes a social and public expectation that the monastic 
practitioners who have stepped onto the way of the bodhisattvas and buddhas should be 
as responsive as the practicing bodhisattvas in this world.  
 
The Social Effects of Reframed Performance Frames 
From a performance perspective, the key empirical change produced by 
bodhisattva performances is that they induce an awareness of the size of heart and degree 
of the resoluteness of the mimetic performers. During bodhisattva liturgies and informal 
conversations, performance actors encounter a bodhisattva claim that there are subjective 
realities in which the personified bodhisattvas and buddhas would have “immeasurable” 
yuans. Whether or not one makes sense of the concept of “immeasurability” through the 
Buddhist theory of “non-existence,” a critical conceptual distinction is imposed on the 
popular cognitive schemes, resulting in the differentiation of a genus of yuan into varying 
species of yuans. Thus, in addition to merely professing a yuan (wo de yuanwang shi) 
before a diviner or promising a yuan (xu yuan) before a patron deity, the Han Buddhist 
temple-goers learn to give a yuan (fa yuan) through their divine bodhisattva performances. 
In addition to cherishing a normal sized yuan of the heart (xin yuan), in a Chinese 
Buddhist temple-scape, ordinary visitors learn to talk of a grand yuan (da yuan). While 
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both validate conduct, the former makes a claim of authenticity and the latter asserts awe 
and credibility.  
A temple, once built, is supposed to last many generations and dynasties. Less 
obvious to an analytic observer, the physical existence of a temple is seen as a sign of 
someone’s previous grand yuan. At the sight of a temple, many visitors quickly 
presuppose the existence of someone’s grand yuan and attribute a causal relationship 
between that yuan and the presence of the temple. Mr. Wang, a retired policeman, along 
with his ex-colleagues, were on an intra-province tourist trip. Although it was not in the 
itinerary, they stopped by Temple Zero. When their bus passed onto a brand new 
highway, the temple’s architecture and scale caught all their attention. Thanks to the local 
government, the highway had an exit leading to this “fantastic geomantic” (hao fengshui) 
spot. Gazing around the temple courtyards as if he were a geomancer, Mr. Wang stopped 
a temple-keeper and asked expectantly, “Who is the residency-chair (zhu chi) of this 
temple? Do you know any of his/her stories?” As a lodger responded to his inquiry, the 
ex-policeman’s eye grew wider and wider, until he finally exclaimed “Incredible” (liao 
bu qi) three times, 
“Grand temples and small temples deserve respect alike because they are all 
nourished by the strength of yuan of the cultivation practitioners (xiu xing ren). 
But to build and sustain a new temple of this scale, the strength of yuan is 
inconceivable!”  
When his wife joined him, Mr. Wang immediately retold the story, emphasizing 
that the residency chair had burned 48 incense spots on her arms. It was to solemnize her 
determination to fulfill her wish-vow to build a temple, which should be a pure land 
“where everyone can find a place.” The number 48 was an emulation of the 48 grand 
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wish-vows (da yuan) made by the Amitabha Buddha, whose wish-vows for believers 
were of incredible potency. Mr. Wang’s wife exclaimed her admiration, putting up her 
phone and urging their colleagues to take a group picture in front of the main hall.   
Thanks to these tangible performance frames, yuan-stories possess great 
justificatory or legitimization value for temple visitors. When temple goers and lodgers 
tell about someone’s doings, the air becomes solemn as soon as they account for the 
motivation by saying “he/she/I/you have given the yuan.” Doubt is suspended –if not 
dispelled while respect gesturally grows. To whatever extent yuan-givers re-shape their 
self-expectations when their yuan becomes known, it modifies and calibrates what others 
expect of them. It is the action of yuan that is honored everywhere in a Chinese Buddhist 
temple-scape. 
 
Concluding Remarks 
This chapter started with an ethnographic puzzle of what Shifu Immense told me. 
She said that she had made a wish-vow to understand of all sentient beings through 
embodiment and to allow all sentient beings to understand her through embodiment. She 
said that if I somehow understood her, it was because of this wish-vow that she had 
personally pledged. In the context of our conversations, this was a response to my doubt 
about our anthropological project of understanding (which, in Mandarin, is expressed by 
the idiom of “making sense through reason”). We may address the question of 
“embodiment” –as a process beyond a taken-for-granted “body” –on another occasion. 
What matters here is not so much a specific view expressed by an informant as the action 
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that my interlocutor had initiated for me. Her optative action of wish-vowings had an 
effective social consequence. Without the willed intention on her part, my ethnographic 
interaction with her would not have been possible. The will of our interlocutors to accept, 
in one way or another, the uninvited guests as part of their everyday lives and their 
visions of life, indeed, conditions our participant observation. At least in the case of Shifu 
Immense and other bodhisattva practitioners, a subjective condition for their allowing 
others to have a place in their life is already ready long before they meet any particular 
individual in the Buddhist temples of co-present realities. They make things happen by 
wish-vowing and always obliging themselves to make sure that certain things happen. It 
is the action of commitment in its full originality.  
The Chinese Buddhist temple-scape provide an empirical setting where such 
“commonsensical” free human agency is explicitly mediated through the performances of 
commitment-narrating actions, or, in the popular idiom, the performances of yuan, which 
are not executions of abstract theological doctrines. Essentially self-administered 
practices, the yuan practices are also commonly performed at miniature altars or shrines 
in ordinary homes as well as in the semi-private, semi-public houses of spirit mediums. 
Nowadays, with house shrines being removed from a modernist scheme of domesticity, 
the ordinary Han continue to visit a public arena called “temples.” As they perform wish-
vowing in each other’s presence, they come to invest and channel personal affections and 
aspirations in specific formats. Thus, on the one hand, temple performances provide a 
vantage point from which scholars can tap into the intimate knowledge of people’s 
infinitely diverse self-understandings on a massive scale. On the other hand, the 
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performances allow us to observe empirically how processes of mediation of a mode of 
free human agency take place. 
The chapter makes three points. First, it is in the Chinese Buddhist temple-scape 
that the polysemy of yuan, which indexes an infinite number of activities of an active 
heart-mind (xin), realizes its performative potential to produce a willing agent. As a semi-
public space for common encounters, the Chinese Buddhist temple-scape above all push 
the human agents, each full of amorphous desires, hopes, and aspirations, to recognize 
the diverse activities of one another’s active hearts. These subjective experiences also 
acquire objective forms. This may include tactile wish-slips, interactive divinatory 
poetics, sense-challenging wish-vowing narratives, and numerous tales that tell and retell 
the circular effects of temple performances. 
Second, yuan performances enable a performer to articulate a self-understanding 
of his/her emergent individual actions and to authorize his/her own self-defining 
manifestations through concomitant commitment actions.  
Third, the polysemy of the popular idiom of yuan is maintained through 
interpolating yuan performances in Chinese temples. Meanwhile, the bodhisattva wish-
vowing performance mode exaggerates the commitment dimension of yuan actions. At a 
practical level, when temple goers visit Buddhist temples for their own yuan 
performances, the easily accessible Buddhist rituals function to reformulate the 
performance infrastructure. Conceptually, Buddhist rituals tend to introduce a distinction 
between the bounded uses and the boundless uses of an active heart-mind, (which, at the 
same time, reinstates a conventional mainstream Confucian distinction between pettiness 
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and greatness), prioritize grander wish-vows, and entice the ritual participants to take up 
that ethical challenge personally.   
In this improvising, artistic way, the performative technology of making 
commitments gives rise to creative productions of sociality beyond the justification of a 
rigid self and beyond mechanical reproduction of existent social relations. In China, the 
commitment actions, activated through temple performance frames, have functioned to 
reaffirm the temporal agency of the masses (qunzhong) who still suffer from a moral 
stigma of being “backwards.” They also reclaim the productive program of temple 
activities as constitutive of innovative social formations. What optative communities or 
worlds there are remain open-ended. Nonetheless, by committing to their own visions of 
the future, the yuan performers in Chinese temples destabilize every day the hierarchical 
valuation of an allegedly superior and predestined version of modernity.  
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CHAPTER THREE DRAWING EFFICACIOUS LOTS 
 
Prelude: Snapshot of a Popular Spot  
Image 3. Appearance of a Divination Machine 
A vending machine stood oddly outside a small hall in the upper courtyard in 
Temple Zero (Image 3). In the window display against a background of sky, 
mountaintops, and trees, was a miniature temple front. A female figure of a deity stood at 
the doorway, facing the public. A couplet decorated the mini temple’s entrance columns, 
framing the goddess’s place. It read, “To assist all kinds of beings equally in reaching the 
shore” and “To offer precious vessels generously to sail across misty waters.” A common 
eulogy to the Guan Yin bodhisattva, the verse also announced the goddess figure’s 
universal promise of help in difficult situations. Beneath the window display, the machine 
came with a brief user’s guide, in small font, outlining a procedure, which would elicit 
that efficacy. It said,  
Instruction for Seeking Lots 
1. Please insert a token coin. This machine automatically provides you with the 
lot. 
2. Please focus your mind on your objectives before you insert the token coin. You 
will get the inspirational lot with incomparable efficacy. 
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Thank you for your cooperation. 
 
 A simple procedure. One might wonder how it works, and wish to test it out.  
In the temple hallway, the machine was not in use because its mechanics had 
failed and it could no longer accept coins. Accordingly, the machine could no longer 
deliver a message slip. Nonetheless, the schematic design remained as a model. Taking 
up very little space, the machine’s interface summarizes the whole activity of lottery 
divination and exemplifies this self-help procedure, which is often performed in front of a 
deity figure such as a goddess.  
A simpler device could be seen in use on a shrine after temple-goers entered the 
small hall. This was a hand-sized wooden container with a bunch of thin sticks of equal 
length and weight (Image 4). A unique number from 1 to 100 distinguished one stick 
from another, each pointing to a formulaic poem, similarly arbitrarily numbered. In print, 
a little larger than a fortune cookie slip, all these formulaic poems were openly accessible 
in a hundred drawers in a sturdy wood chest in the hallway (Image 5). The randomized 
number was the only key. One performance, one number, one lot. 
 
Image 4. Lottery Divination Sticks and Container (Left) 
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Image 5. Wood-chest storing divination poem slips (Right) 
Priscilla was drawing her lot. Priscilla was a vocational school teacher and a 
charity group leader, organizing townsmen to provide temple services mostly in another 
residential Buddhist temple. She frequented Temple Zero on holidays, and often brought 
her groups to this and other locations to provide charitable services. She was drawing the 
lot because she was concerned about her daughter’s upcoming graduate program entrance 
exam.  
The contribution box stood in front of the statues of buddha and bodhisattva 
figures on the shrine. Priscilla put some money into it and grabbed the lot-container. She 
prostrated, meditated, and shook the lot container up and down with her arms.  A loud 
clattering of sticks colliding against one another started to fill the air. It was a prolonged 
movement of mind, arms, and sticks in unison as the noise went on. Gradually, one lot 
among the hundreds flew over the container and fell to the ground. “Click.” The noise 
finally resolved into one clear, final note. Priscilla picked up her lot, checked the number, 
put the stick back into the container and placed the container back to the shrine. Then she 
walked to wood chest and withdrew her lottery prognosis slip.  
The prediction was auspicious. Priscilla was happy, but still checked the lottery 
narrative with her temple acquaintances, mostly for moral support. As she read and 
discussed her poem, she revealed that in the divinatory process she “had asked the 
bodhisattva if her daughter would receive admission to a graduate program or not.” She 
chatted about her concerns and told stories about her daughter preparing for the exam. 
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This all took place in the temple’s open courtyards, with temple-goers passing by and 
stopping by. 
Back at the divinatory station, conversations were going on simultaneously. Three 
women about the same age had drawn their lots, and were chatting. One exclaimed, “I 
heard it is super efficacious to seek the lot in this temple! You simply get the right 
responses (xiang shenme, ying shenme). How nice it is that my friends have made the 
hillside trip to seek resonance (qiu). I never tried it myself and had just followed them. 
Oh, my goodness! I glanced at my lot. It tells exactly about ME! You see, I want to have 
a baby. I do have a partner with whom I could have a baby. However, Pu-sa (bodhisattva) 
said this partner is not reliable. [The lot said] ‘All efforts shall be in vain!’ The lot says 
that I should prioritize work at this moment –don’t you agree?!” She continued to chat 
with her friends and temporary temple interlocutors.  
This area around the divinatory device was the most popular spot in Temple Zero. 
It was almost the only destination for many villagers and nearby townsperson in their 
temple trips.  
(In contrast, as I described in the previous chapter, many temple goers sought the 
same container of bamboo-sticks in Temple Commons (Temple Zero’s main temple, 
essentially under the same temple leadership) but failed, unless they fortuitously 
happened to step into the tiny hall where Shifu Lofty provided her homemade bamboo 
sticks. Instead, temple-goers to Temple Commons would find the tiny device just outside 
the state-defined boundary of Temple Commons. Right on the street in that urban center, 
peddler diviners thrive, sometimes sitting on folding chairs and putting bamboo-stick 
  
98 
containers on the ground to attract immediate attention from temple-going pedestrians. 
Peter, a long-term consultant on temple affairs working for Temple Commons, had been 
very concerned about these peddler diviners and posted blog entries distinguishing 
between street divination activities and proper Buddhist participation. Meanwhile, being 
in the position of filling out government forms on behalf of Temple Commons and 
handling many officials’ visits, Peter was alarmed to learn from me that such a device 
was actually available in Temple Commons in a small hall and was determined to find it 
out.64 In his opinion, “it is fine to have the lottery divinatory device in Temple Zero but it 
is AB-SO-LUTELY not okay to have such things in Temple Commons.” Indeed, 
maintaining acceptable status as a Religious Activity Venue in the late socialist regime 
requires nuanced care.) 
 
Performance as Efficacious Self-work 
Temple Spaces, Divinatory Activities, and the Question of Efficacy 
Among the kaleidoscopic activities in a Chinese Buddhist temple-scape, lottery 
divination activities are one of the most problematic. On the one hand, in post-
revolutionary contemporary China, there is a tremendous popular desire for divination in 
general and an eager search for lottery divination in the temple-scapes.  On the other hand, 
various powerful modernization projects since the inception of modern China have made 
                                                        
64 It happened that more than a year after I had finished fieldwork, I re-visited Peter and other temple 
interlocutors in the summer of 2018 and shared with them what I was discussing in the thesis. I didn’t wish 
to disclose the name of the Shifu or the location of the divinatory device. Peter said, as if talking to himself, 
“It must have been set up privately (sishe), right? Where is it? I will just find it myself.” Now I can only 
say that the device existed there “semi-publicly” as of summer 2018. 
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a practice of stigmatizing divination as a degraded superstition (c.f. Chapter 1, pp.4-10, 
more in Chapter 5). As a result, the divination activities one can empirically observe 
nowadays are always distorted by the particular political-institutional conditions existing 
in each specific occasion where these activities occur.  
We must note that divination is a semi-public activity involving establishing new 
trust relationships between strangers. Hence, what I mean by the “political distortion” of 
divination activities refers primarily to the current conditions by which the divinatory 
activities may legitimately gain public access.  Additionally, it refers to the public 
attitude toward divinatory affairs.65 In an authoritarian state, this public attitude is shaped 
by a systematically secular public education system that is also a legacy from 
revolutionary modernization agendas. The effects of these political-historical conditions 
are not negligible especially because, at the practice level, divination in China is better 
seen as divination techniques incorporated in a wide range of activities (appropriated by 
many kinds of people), rather than as an institutional religious practice systematically 
supported by institutionally authoritative figures. In this regard, both the presence of 
specific forms of divination in specific settings and the absence of divination in a setting 
where people expect to find it (namely, temples) tells us about more than just divination 
per se. More importantly, it tells us about how Chinese citizens are relating to divination, 
temples, and non-secular powers under state secularism in a post-revolutionary time.  
                                                        
65 This certainly does not mean that there was once some ideal time during which semi-public activities like 
divination were never “politically distorted.” As I discussed superficially in the Introduction, the 
relationship between politics and other spheres of life in modern and pre-modern China has its own 
historical trajectories.   
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Therefore, in this chapter, our ethnographic task is threefold. First, I would like to 
display a snapshot of the setting where lottery divination does take place regularly in a 
Buddhist temple-scape, namely, through showing what these activities looked like in 
Temple Zero. Second, through ethnographic accounts, I hope to make the point that the 
setting itself can be fluid and ever-changing due not only to fortuitous political-historical 
constraints but also the dynamic nature of social life itself. Specifically, this means that 
temples’ ritual calendars are also changing and that each temple-goer’s own temporal 
trajectory of temple participation is contingent on unique life circumstances. Third, by 
adopting the method of ritual analysis, I will provide an alternative ethnographic 
narrative for speaking and thinking about lottery divination activities from the 
perspective of temple-goers who are the protagonists in both divinatory performances and 
divinatory interpretations.  
The key plot that makes such an ethnographic narrative possible surrounds the 
idea of efficacy passionately pursued by Chinese temple-goers. Chinese temple-scapes, 
from the perspective of diverse temple-goers, are reputedly efficacious. In the previous 
chapter, I discussed how temple-goers go to temple spaces to seek extraordinary 
encounters and embrace temple activities that promise to generate extraordinary efficacy 
through conventional performances. Most temple-goers customarily adopt the popular 
practice of wish-vowing (yuan actions) that entails either wish-making performances or 
vow-giving performances. In Buddhist temples, the two performance frames are 
continuous and mutually strengthening because Buddhist liturgies provide a particular 
performance frame that channels the energy of wishing to the power of vowing in an 
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inclusive way. Meanwhile, temple-goers expect miraculous/extraordinary efficacy from 
their participatory, lottery-divining experiences, as much as they passionately embrace 
the wish-vowing activities.  
This chapter examines how drawing-the-lot generates efficacy; and particularly, 
how the performance specifically generates the sort of efficacy that a “lot-seeker” (qiu 
qian de) expects. According to a publicity notice on the canvas board leaning against the 
divination model-machine, to draw a lot is “a primordial form of consultation” and a 
“craft of resolution and clarity” (jueyi zhixue). I will discuss soon at greater length what 
this text-act does in a temple context. For now, this view of lottery divination provides us 
with a way to classify the act as a self-help craft. The user’s guide on the divination 
machine is also heuristically instructive because it actually lays out the key performative 
imperative in the procedure’s instructions; namely, to “focus your mind on your 
objectives” in order to “get the inspirational lot with incomparable efficacy.”  
Analytically, I build on the above ethnographic clue that says lottery divination is 
a “craft of resolution and clarity.” Specifically, I show how a procedural imperative of 
“focusing on your objectives” serves to re-establish perceived patterns in one’s life events. 
Direct communication between the divinatory agent and his/her perceived god promises 
the individual relevance of a revelatory verse indexed by the singled-out lot. An 
interpretive activity ensues while another interpreter may or may not get involved. 
I have chosen the specific ethnographic plot above also because I hope to 
illustrate why the practice of lottery divination is performatively congruent with the 
practice of wish-vowing and many other mutually interpolating activities in a Chinese 
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Buddhist temple-scape. For the sake of developing a ritual analysis of temple 
participation, the idea that divination is a self-help “craft of resolution and clarity” 
heuristically orients us toward a focus on our ethnographic interlocutor’s empirical 
change in self-understanding and their self-initiated actions before and after they perform 
particular conventional gestures.  
In the first ethnographic chapter, I tentatively suggested that we may account for 
the compatibility of various activities in a Chinese Buddhist temple-scape by considering 
a variety of co-existing commitment performances. The verb “commit” etymologically 
derives from the Latin “committere,” meaning “to join or entrust” (OED). The 
commitment performances in Chinese Buddhist temples specifically produce a framing 
effect around one’s optative reality, i.e. a subjective reality as one wishes it to be. At the 
same time, these commitment performances enable a concomitant commitment action in 
the sense that practitioners have to abide by their own optative reality. Given the 
materiality of performative conventions, one’s optative potential not only gains objective 
validity through one’s expressive commitment performances, but also gains a self-
objectifying imperative to realize that potential. In other words, we can think about these 
commitment performances as a series of situated and aligning motions by which the 
subject oscillates between optative imaginations and an optative mastery of life affairs. 66 
In this regard, an alternative way to consider lottery divination is also to focus on the 
                                                        
66 Again, to reaffirm what generations of ritual theorists have already said: circularity, i.e. mutually 
structuring effects between ways of acting and ways of perceiving a subject’s world, make up “the 
effectiveness of exercising ritual mastery as strategic practice” (Bell 1992: 109).   
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practical performances that the practice involves and to examine empirically what the 
performative process itself does to the performer.  
For readers who are concerned about the idiom of efficacy in a Chinese cultural-
religious context, I provide below a brief interim discussion. Other readers may skip this 
section if they wish, and proceed to the ethnographic treatises in the next section. 
 
Interim Discussions: Efficacy Re-situated 
The notion of “efficacy” (ling) has silver wings and flies away as quickly as the 
Golden Snitch in the fictional sport of Quidditch. In English, ling is mostly rendered as 
magical/spiritual/ritual/miraculous/responsive efficacy and is compared to “mana,” 
“charisma” “numen” “collective effervescence” and other  non-rational or supernatural 
concepts. In Chinese –particularly in popular narratives, ling as a descriptive adjective 
comes together with diverse noun entities, such as temples, deities, ritual practices, ritual 
objects, and many responsive figures who read other people’s minds with empathy and 
give a sympathetic hand. A meta-pragmatic term, the idiom of ling equips Han temple-
goers for a wide range of supernatural encounters. In spite of this volatile quality of ling 
(much like mana or charisma, words better known to us because of their conversion to 
social analytic vocabularies), ling in the experiences of Han temple goers is intimately 
objective. In short, it is a situated efficacy.  
In the study of Chinese religions, narrating ling always involves working and re-
working the premises of our analytic treatises. In earlier works, particularly those 
focusing on so-called “popular religions” (minsu/minjian zongjiao), ling is considered in 
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terms of “magic” or “magical power,” a category nonetheless established through rigid 
differentiation and even a morally charged hierarchical ordering between generalized 
Rationality and its antithetical irrationalities (Poo 1998). In Weber’s classic comparative 
treatise, to eliminate or to tolerate magic (or, magical particularities) exactly marks the 
foundational divergence between the great, rational religions of the “west” and the three 
teachings of the “Chinese.” In Weber’s view, Confucian, Taoist, and Chinese Buddhist 
teachings are all dubiously “entangled with mundane compromises” and tinged with 
“uninterrupted continuity of purely magical religiosity.”67 Despite the volume of works 
re-considering Weber’s groundbreaking treatises, this universal modernity-rationalization 
thesis unfortunately still colors mainstream Anglo-Saxon understandings of Chinese 
religiosities and other “alternative spiritual traditions” (a phrase replacing the allegedly 
pejorative term “magic” in multi-cultural discourses).68  
Thanks to recent works in anthropology, more respect is now paid to our 
interlocutors abroad, and we may consider such “worldly compromises” or “magical 
continuity” in terms other than the primitive residual view which hinders a privileged 
                                                        
67 See Weber 1951:225-228. By the standards of western rationality, Confucianism is a moral system 
whose “radical world-optimism succeeded in removing the basic pessimistic tension between the world and 
the supra-mundane destination of the individual” (Weber 1951: 235). The consequence is the “fetters of the 
sib” and the lack of conditions for developing “genuine communities” that are individualistic and 
religiously germane to the imperatives of modernity. Besides, “Taoism was merely an organization of 
magicians. Buddhism in its imported form was no longer the redemptory religion of early Indian Buddhism, 
but had become the magical and mystagogical practice of a monastic organization. Hence, in both cases the 
formation of religious communities, at least for laymen, was lacking; and that is sociologically decisive.” 
(Weber 1951:225).  
 
68 Examining classic analytic distinctions being made to clarify “magic,” Wax and Wax note that “the basis 
and merit of these distinctions was precisely their limitation; they were wholly ethnocentric and made no 
sense when applied to the cultures of peoples who did not share the Judaeo-Christian religions or the 
Western variety of science” (Wax and Wax 1963:495). De Sardan (1992) examines post-modern 
ethnographic writings on the topic and finds again (as in positivist writings) the western conceptual failure 
to deal with African magico-religious notions, practices, or representations and occult exorcism.  
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universal-rational development (e.g. Jones 2017). In particular, there is a shared 
ethnographic concern for elaborating the generative, efficacious processes behind the ling 
scene that suffices to produce cultural-historical dialectics (Sangren 2000, 2012), to 
disruptively reconfigure the terms of social order (Dean 1998), to organize collectivities 
and communities (Chau 2008; Murray 2018), or to constitute the self (Hattfield 2002) etc. 
What is also noteworthy in all these ethnographic approaches to ling is a sensitivity to the 
efficacy’s situatedness in concrete encounters. It is in this regard that my ethnographic 
treatise on the well-trodden terrain of ling may still refresh and re-conceptualize the 
Chinese experience. For one thing, few have discussed this question of efficacy in the 
context of Buddhist temple encounters during which popular practices and Buddhist 
stakeholders entangle and interpolate one another. For another, analytically, the 
particularity of Buddhist temple-scapes also encourages a less-discussed understanding of 
efficacy that is performative and epistemic at the same time. 
 
Seeking Divination and Efficacious Encounters in Buddhist Temples 
Timing: Who Frequents Temple Zero and When? 
Temple Zero is located on the hillside of Springhill in the Low Hills District of 
the Glorious City. The Low Hill is a mountainous region supported by forestry and for-
market agricultural products such as tea, bamboo shoots, etc. Much of the temple’s land 
still belongs to the local Tree Farm collective while the local village collective (now a 
“street collective”) owns the farmland at the foothills. As elsewhere in China, 
urbanization movements and mass-relocation projects in the Low Hills District had begun 
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in the 1990s but began to make noticeable progress in the 2010s. Today, with a new 
temple-owned hillside concrete road and a newly-built state-owned highway, it takes just 
about an hour to travel between Temple Zero and Temple Commons at the city center by 
car, or through a network of high-speed railway, metro, and taxi. (In less than one hour 
one can also reach the city’s international airport from any of the two temples). Buses are 
slower and less frequent, but they carry villagers from their doorway to the foot of 
hillside temple at almost no cost. Very occasionally, villagers spend as much as half a 
day walking up the hillside temple before or after their lunchtime. A family member with 
a car or motorcycle can save the trouble of climbing up the hill and temple stairs, in 
which case an extra exercise of prostration may ritually punctuate the walking and 
climbing of rural or urbanite wish-returners (huan yuan de). 
Most days of the year, the courtyards of Temple Zero are rather quiet, because of 
their physical distance from urbanized citizens’ daily activities. An effort is required to 
visit Temple Zero, as one must consider the time and cost for a round-trip in the capitalist 
era of accelerated and capitalized time. As a result, tourist-spiritual excursions to Temple 
Zero are most common over weekends and national holidays. In most cases, these generic 
temple-visits elicit wish-making and, sometimes, the accompanying lot-divining 
performance. More urbanites (professional or entrepreneurial) than villagers (self-
employed in the agricultural industry, otherwise also “urban”) are involved in such 
spontaneous excursion trips, except in the case of family outings.  
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The timing of these tourist-spiritual visits is purely contingent on the schedule of 
the occasional temple-goers’ own everyday arrangements69. In other words, the dates of 
temple visits, in this case, are personally marked rather than ritually marked. This means 
that the logical priority goes to the availability of potential temple-goers. Consequently, 
weekends and other breaks in the productive cycle of an industrial society are, 
increasingly, designated as ritually marked dates in a Buddhist temple-scape to 
accommodate the observed patterns of these spontaneous temple-visits throughout a year.  
In parallel, some temples visits are primarily driven by ritual calendars. In Temple 
Zero, for example, over the course of a year, tens of villagers join temple rituals regularly 
each month on the first or the fifteenth day according to the lunar calendar. Specifically, 
they follow the lead of a village spirit medium and healer (locally called xiang tou, 
meaning “incense head”) on pilgrimage trips that include multiple local temples. (I heard 
one of them complaining about the inconvenient bus schedule, the tiring walk uphill, and 
the boring ritual of reciting sutras. She preferred a closer temple and said that she 
wouldn’t have taken the trouble to visit Temple Zero if the spirit medium had not urged 
her to come.) Various other townspeople also visit the temple more or less regularly 
along with their “layperson heads” (jushi tou) for rituals or cultivation services on those 
                                                        
69 A distinction between work and leisure constitutes the major temporal marker concerning how these 
generic temple goers reach out temples. At a glance, the dominant theme is a work schedule while one may 
choose to visit a temple for relaxation among dazzling options of leisure activities. Yet, as I discussed in 
the previous chapter, the casual, peripheral temple performances such as wish-vowing is in fact a 
production process of meaningful frames that heightens a sense of creative agency. The reversal valuation 
of the work/leisure hierarchy, thus, is that the reproduction of labor power for societal economic production 
would not be possible without the production and reproduction of meaningful frames of one’s life 
orientation.  
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ritually significant days that also overlap with non-working weekends. 70  The most 
massive and diffuse audiences gather on three holidays dedicated to Guan Yin 
bodhisattva, on the Gregorian and Chinese (lunar) New Year days, and on the ancestral-
ghost related folk holidays.  
One of the days with fewer visitors in Temple Zero is the home-coming Mid-
Autumn festival day. On this day, the central worship space is supposed to be the 
household.71 Another day of this kind is the local annual temple fair day, which is also a 
popular market day for rural vendors and consumers. A nearby temple, a “popular 
religion” temple dedicated to the Dragon King but recently renamed and given a state-
recognized Buddhist affiliation, is the central landmark and a great magnet on this day. 
Even the head of the resident monastic community at Temple Zero has visited the fair to 
purchase supplies, such as straw-hats and sickles, although she skipped the theatrical play 
that ran all day and attracted many villagers and all the kids.  
Such outdoor theatrical plays and temple fairs are not available in Temple Zero. 
Instead, frequenters of Temple Zero (or their teenager children) who live in the Low Hill 
Region may car-pool to watch an annual stage show near the lunar New Year’s Eve in a 
grand, new theatre/lecture hall in Temple Commons. Joining them are a broader set of 
neighbors, current or retired officials of the Glorious City, tourists, and middle-class 
patrons of all kinds. Fair goods are also on sale (such as vegan snacks) or for free 
                                                        
70 As was the case of the villager who went on monthly incense-burning trips, for townspeople who go on 
service trips, Temple Zero is not necessarily their exclusive destination. 
 
71 But in Temple Commons in the city center, evening ritual events also attract migrant workers, students, 
and professionals, as well as young couples with kids. 
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distribution (such as pamphlets) while volunteers, temple frequenters, and visiting 
monastics, etc. put on programs such as skits, singing, dances, contemporary poetry 
recitations, etc.  
In any case, the point is that ritual calendars significantly drive these temple-visits. 
However, there is not a central religious institution to systemize the ritual calendars in 
Chinese Buddhist temple traditions. Therefore, the working ritual calendars keep 
evolving and maintain a dynamic relationship with the rhythms of contemporary life.  
A perspective on temple event production over time helps us specify some 
junctures at which the life of temples and the life of temple-goers converge or diverge. 
According to Chau, festive or ritual event production with an active circle of stable core 
organizers, flexible helpers, and on-site participatory co-producers constitutes the central 
feature of the temporal dynamics of popular temple religiosity in China (Chau 2008). 
Although previous scholars have only discussed this in the context of popular religions, it 
is also relevant to consider the entanglement between popular temple religiosity and 
Buddhist monasticism. Resident monastics and “heads” (tou er) of a supernatural kind 
(i.e., spirit mediums) or of a more ordinary kind (i.e., voluntary group leaders), then, 
function as event organizers in Buddhist temple production and engage the public over 
time. The three yearly Guan Yin festivals, for example, were not originally widely 
celebrated in the Springhill region. These began attracting more and more nearby 
villagers and townspeople when the resident monastics at Temple Zero adopted and 
introduced a custom of gift-giving (dim sum with the ingredient of wish-vows and with 
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the blessing of divinities)72 to create favorable connections (jieyuan) between the public 
and the temple’s place and people.  
 However, to better analyze the temporal dynamics of temple participation, one 
question is whether we must assume that rituals of collectivity for a spectacle of 
simultaneous mass participation must exclusively define a “temple event.” Chau’s 
analysis of the dynamics of a village community temple leans toward this premise. The 
case of residential Buddhist temples, with their mixture of participants and diverse 
activities over time, pushes us to more thoroughly consider the situation of asynchronous 
participation and heterogeneous temporalities.73  
 Divination-seeking temple trips point to a significant type of temple excursion 
that is not structured by any pre-formatted calendars in post-WTO China, within or 
beyond Buddhist temple scapes. What drives these temple-goers to temples are their 
personal and unique rhythms of life. Having encountered a thorny problem, a 
biographical crisis, a moment of uncertainty or confusion about future actions, a temple-
goer sets off to visit a temple. The timing of each temple visit, therefore, is decisively 
asynchronous. An efficacious temple encounter is needed and sought to address the 
                                                        
72 It becomes complicated as one considers “who” gives to whom. A simple answer is that the “faithful” 
(xinshi) and the “virtuous” (shanshi) give the gift to the people around them. However, faith and virtue 
should be understood as potentiality rather than identity here. 
 
73 An obvious peculiar feature of residential Buddhist temples is the presence of resident monastics, who 
engage in everyday ritual routines. Speaking of temple temporalities and event production, this implies that 
opportunities for public participatory events could spread throughout the whole year and flatten the rhythm 
of visitor flow compared to the yearly visitor flow in popular temples. In the next chapter I will look more 
at cultivation lodgers, namely, a floating lay population who come to live in and travel between Buddhist 
temples for service studies.  Here, it suffices to say that the temple services (lots of logistics but also ritual 
services) also constitute “temple events” when we shift our focus from gods and clergies to all those 
empirically significant activities that take hold of their participants.  
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unique personal concerns embedded in each temple-goer’s life. And among many 
performative means that promise sound efficacy, divination looms large.  
Drawing a Lot in Late Socialist China 
 Many villagers and nearby townspeople arrived in Temple Zero for the sole 
purpose of doing lottery divination because they took divinatory efficacy for granted.  
You may recall Priscilla, the charity group leader who adopted the technique 
when she was concerned about her daughter’s graduate school admission. While Priscilla 
was discussing her lot poem and her situation in the temple’s open courtyard, she also 
chatted about the appeal of miraculous efficacy. She said to her temple acquaintances, 
“You know, I am a charity group leader. If my daughter got admitted to the graduate 
program [after I consulted the bodhisattva], then it [the event and the story] can enhance 
public confidence in the dharma! Then when I organize future temple-service trips –for 
example, getting people to work in the fields74  – there is the appeal [of miraculous 
efficacy][to make the invitation more attractive], isn’t it!” For Priscilla, miraculous 
expectations and human works come together.  She had made a wish-vow during her self-
help divinatory performance; committing herself to an enchanted view of living an 
efficacious life. Like other temple-goers, Priscilla hopefully anticipated, as well as 
pledged, that she would “come back to return the blessings (huan yuan) once she [the 
daughter] passed the exam.” 
Many items in the temple scape are blessings returned by the temple-goers who 
memorialize their efficacious temple encounters with gifts. For example, in Temple Zero, 
                                                        
74 Agricultural work is particularly time-sensitive.  
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even the sturdy wood chest (Image 3) that organized and stored the one hundred 
formulaic divinatory poems was such a gift from a devout villager. The villager had 
procured it in Taiwan and transported it all the way to Temple Zero, as his way of 
contributing to the temple’s common life. At the bottom of the chest his name was 
engraved, along with the title, “faithful gentleman,” as well as “Temple Zero at 
Springhill.” Taking up a large space in the temple’s semi-public spaces, the huge wood 
chest had made the divinatory scene in Temple Zero even more visible.  
Neither Priscilla, nor the villagers, nor the wood chest (or the wood containers full 
of arrow-like thin sticks) needed an explanation for their role. The lottery divinatory 
performance was self-evident, and the only thing needing to be done was the performance 
itself. 
Not every temple-goer in late socialist China shares this sentiment. For these 
temple-goers, curiously, there was a similarly huge publicity board on display at the same 
scene (Image 1). I was not able to find the story of the board during fieldwork; but most 
things in a temple-scape exist in piecemeal, cumulative ways anyway. The only clue was 
in the text itself, noting that the board must have been relocated from Temple Commons 
at some point. The text was an effort to explain lottery divinatory performance. It read,  
 
Drawing Lots (chouqian) 
The renowned essayist Mr. Guo Moruo visited the immemorial Temple 
Commons many times, seeking inspirational divination and asking for direction.  
To draw a lot is the primordial form of consultation in China, with 
thousands of years of history. One can express doubts, ask a question, and receive 
guidance through this divinatory means. Drawing lots is the work of resolution 
and clarity. Because it produces “electrocardial echoes” (“telepathy”, xindian 
ganying, quotation marks in the original text) and an incredible effect of 
“miraculous revelation” (shenqian), then along with the condition of “sincerity 
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results in efficacy” (cheng ze ling), ineffable efficacies (qi yan) have appeared 
again and again. Therefore, not only do commoners believe in it, but also many 
renowned dignitaries also seek the help of inspirational lots when they cannot 
resolve their doubts. Inspirational revelation is the promise. Therefore, 
interpreting the inspirational poetry cannot be said to be a meaningless activity.  
Among the various species of efficacious lots, the sexagenary (liushi jiazi) 
set is most commonly used and the most efficacious. What a shame if the average 
person could fail to grasp deities’ revelations simply because the verses are 
obscure! There are inquirers who remain confused even when deities have already 
given direction. The goal of reaching auspiciousness and avoiding dangers is 
pitifully unfulfilled. With Gentleman Ye Shan’s commentary, every reader will be 
able to enjoy lucidity!” 
 
 Few people knew what the divinatory scenes at Temple Commons had been when 
Mr. Guo Moruo (1892-1978) visited there, or what Gentleman Ye Shan’s commentary 
was like. The set of sixty oracles did not match the set of one-hundred oracles that were 
in use in Temple Zero.  But no one was concerned. What the publicity text did was to 
give an opinion in favor of the lot-divining performance, which in late-socialist China in 
the late 2010s still suffered from the stigma of being a backward superstition (Li 2019). 
The public text was persuasive and invitatory, so that whoever stopped at the canvas 
board and read it might look at the lottery device and see what could be done with it.  
The introductory text began by invoking the name of Guo Moruo, a Leftist writer 
and poet who had a dazzling political career in the socialist party-state. Then the publicity 
writer appealed to the charm and taken-for-granted authority of immemorial antiquity, 
framing the lot-drawing activity as an elementary form of consultation (wen shi). 
Succinctly, it described the use of divinatory means to “express doubts, ask questions, 
and receive guidance” and defined the activity as the “work of resolution and clarity.”  
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What seems tricky is the establishing of a causal relationship between the activity 
of drawing lots and the mind-making efficacy. Transitional words, including “because,” 
“therefore,” “thus,” “in order to,” and “consequently,” pile up thickly in a rather brief 
paragraph, distinguishing the text from mere myth-telling tales.  
Along with this heightened display of logic, the publicity writer put “telepathy” 
“divine lot” and “sincerity-induced-efficacy” in quotation marks. Perhaps this was to give 
respectful citations and let some mystery remain a mystery; perhaps the quotation marks 
reflect the writer’s awareness of a time when none of the three terms referents could be 
read “as is” without suspicion. Or perhaps, the use of quotation marks revealed that the 
chain of causal attributions established through excessive appropriation of logical 
transitional words was rather a stretch to attract readers who might be suspicious of 
divination’s logical soundness. In any case, the publicity narrative logically accounting 
for the divinatory efficacy ended at the claim that efficacy was an empirical fact.  The 
fact that this efficacy was experienced by average people but also by dignitaries in a 
status society should lend legitimacy to the divinatory activity.  
The next paragraph then moved on to the specifics of revelatory poetry. A third-
party interpretation of the deities’ direct divine revelation to the self-help diviner, said the 
writer, should realize the efficacious potential of the lot. Then everyone could “enjoy 
clarity” in practical affairs and personal troubles through the promise of divinatory 
efficacy.  
In my reading, the text at first simply expresses an idea that performance itself 
produces efficacy. It becomes uncanny when the writer takes pains to provide a reasoned 
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explanation and refers to other forms of justification in order to present the activity as 
acceptable in a disenchanted world. For the writer, the lottery divinatory performance 
“produces ‘telepathy’ (xin dian gan ying),” which provides a causal key in the production 
of “an incredible effect of ‘miraculous revelation.’” The notion of “telepathy” implies a 
specifiable cause. According to recent anthropologists, idioms like “telepathy” precisely 
indicate a modern, science-inflected engagement with inexplicable expressions of 
“efficacy” (Clarke 2014). Quintessentially pseudo-scientific, these new idioms invoke 
causal explanations and attempt to naturalize what otherwise is taken for granted as just 
“miraculous,” i.e. what is assumed as “natural” in an enchanted world. In other words, to 
the writer of the publicity board, it seems that the lottery divinatory performance is not 
justifiable unless an argument can be made in the world as it is. If the writer had learned 
about contemporary understanding of rituals, he could have put aside the idea of trying to 
locate a specifiable, naturalistic “cause.”  
The writer had written descriptively, “One can express doubts, ask a question, and 
receive guidance through this divinatory means. Drawing lots is the work of resolution 
and clarity.” In a ritual analysis approach, this succinct description already captures the 
key procedures that make the performance work.  
 
The Framing Moment of Asking Questions and Asking for Resonances 
 In the last chapter, I established the grounds for adopting a performance and ritual 
attunement model (vis-à-vis a god-centered model or a social-realist human-centered 
model) to consider the subject formation of Chinese temple-goers. The key insight, 
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following the ritual theorists, is that one’s performative action has epistemic 
consequences. As one adopts a way of acting through a particular performative gesture, 
this specific way of acting then creates a focusing effect, i.e. focusing one’s attention on 
one particular object or direction (i.e. an emergent object, a potentiality) and not on 
others. To Catherine Bell, this is the production of a perceptual “privileged contrast” 
(1992:90); to J. Z. Smith, it is an exercise of the “economy of signification” (1982: 56). 
In short, ones’ performances are an acting upon what one acknowledges to be important 
and real.  
Based on this understanding, I noticed the peculiarity of a set of commitment 
performances in Chinese Buddhist temples. This genre of performance obliges the 
participants to come to terms with (and live up to) an emergent self-understanding in the 
midst of ambiguously harbored personal concerns. The privileged focus isn’t so much on 
gods as on intensive self-understanding.  
 I will here specify the critical moment when the framing activity takes place.  
In the lot-divining performances, the critical moment appears when the 
formalistic performative imperative of “asking a question” is met in each concrete 
empirical instance. The act of asking a question, first of all, is a mind-formative work. As 
much as the yuan performances oblige one to specify a mixture of felt concerns through 
discursive wish-vows (objectified in wish-slips or crystalized in vowing rituals), the lot-
divining performances oblige one to take potential doubts of any kind seriously and force 
oneself to articulate a major concern through formulating a specific question. The 
responsibility of this act of asking a question falls upon the self-help diviner. Meanwhile, 
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this elicited act of asking a question is already engendering an epistemic transformation 
in the asking agent. It forces the performer to work on a state of uncertainty and focus on 
only what matters most. At a formalistic level, we may say that the work of asking a 
question in the context of divinatory performance sets up the priority (i.e. the privileged 
focus) over the negligible.  
 What if one does not have existing doubts or an emergent question? We may first 
consider this hypothetical question empirically. As I have discussed in an earlier section 
in this chapter, many trips to temples are exclusively devoted to divinatory activity. 
Unlike temple visits that are structured by available ritual calendars, such peculiarly 
divination-seeking temple trips are purely driven by the rhythm of one’s felt life 
situations. Whatever empirical life situation is present, the shared performative fact that 
divination is sought explicitly entails a felt uncertainty (lack of clarity) or hesitation (lack 
of resolution). To some extent, it is a self-selecting group of people who feel the need for 
divination and who embrace the performance of divination. This sounds like a tautology, 
but the point is that engaging in lot-divining is preconditioned by a voluntary move to 
engage. The diviners are self-help diviners and the performers themselves, and none else.  
Second, let us consider analytically what happens if someone draws a lot in a 
temple, yet without a burning question. A case in point are tourist-spiritual temple 
excursions during the course of which the lot-divining performance is a supplementary 
but inessential activity. As I discussed, the dates chosen for going to a temple in this case 
are also personally marked (although they fluctuate more in accordance to ritual 
calendars that are symbiotic with the tempo of a contemporary life). During tourist-
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spiritual excursions, the lot-playing agent may not have a burning question that is 
contingent on a particular life situation.  
Critically, the act of adopting the divinatory gesture nonetheless induces an 
asking agent who converts a commonplace “expectation of the extraordinary” into the 
action of asking for extra-ordinary resonances of one’s interconnected existence. We 
may think of this expectation of extra-ordinary resonance in terms of a so-called Chinese 
cosmology, ontology, or cultural logic.75Or we may follow, cautiously, the theorists in an 
emergent anthropology of vitalist becomings and consider the encounters that activate an 
individual’s “latent potentials that are immanent to relations between people, image, and 
things” (Mazzarella 2017:35). The implied act of asking for resonances in temple 
divining performances confers an obligation of responsiveness on a corresponding 
counterpart, which involves first of all a deity/bodhisattva interlocutor and secondly, 
responsive co-present temple-goers and residents.76 Compared to formulating a peculiar 
                                                        
75 Again, an empirical treatise on religious/spiritual subject formation is tricky because an empirical attitude 
on alternative premises of subjectivity would nonetheless put our analytic premises into question and 
render certain notions (such as “resonance”) seemingly unfounded and lacking conceptual precision. 
(Unless one then takes refuge with a legion of mainstream philosophers whose empirical engagements, at 
best, are with so-called western societies.) Here, we may rely on Palmer and Siegler’s paradigmatic 
formulation (via a treatise on American Daoism’s entrance into China) on the divergence between two 
approaches to spiritual subject formation. Namely, on the one hand, there is the North American tradition 
of “ontological individualism” rooted in naturalist ontology and, on the other hand, an Asian-Chinese 
tradition of “cosmological attunement” rooted in the integrative schema of cosmology of systematic 
correspondence. The schema itself is historical and implies social training of attention to an alignment 
process with a higher cosmic pattern. An attuned subject is accustomed to “a process of aligning and 
structuring the relationships between humans and nonhumans, as well as social and political relations” 
(Palmer and Siegler 2017:225). 
 
76 Klait noted that Mauss has mentioned “Prayer…is above all a means of acting upon sacred beings; it is 
they who are influenced by prayer; they who are changed” (Mauss 2003:56). His recent edited volume 
included refreshing treatises in both religious and humanitarian endeavors particularly on the sort of 
obligations created by the acts of asking and making requests, which are mostly unfairly seen as being 
inferior to acts of giving. The Chinese temple encounters may most radically reverse that “particular 
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question contingent on a specific practical situation, the act of asking for resonances is 
more generic and leads to a general, self-questioning inquiry of a state of life.  
In practice, the general sentiment is also expressible through the format of a 
discursive question, namely, “Am I doing well or not?” (kan wo hao bu hao). This seems 
to be an insipid yes-or-no question. However, in the context of divinatory performances 
and divinatory expectations, the question “am I doing well or not” pre-supposes a 
temporal specificity –i.e. the present moment – in relation to the fluid contour of one’s 
fate’s movement (mingyun). As so many ethnographers of Chinese religiosities have 
discussed, the composite notion of fate-cum-luck, ming-with-yun, is mostly taken for 
granted, reflecting and raising an acute awareness of the mutual constitution between 
determinate preconditions and indeterminate potentialities of life.77  Thus, the general 
inquiry about a self-help diviner’s general state is as specific as it is about a present 
moment and not about other moments. In terms of such contingent flows of fate 
                                                                                                                                                                     
hierarchical dynamic of giving and asking” (Klaits 2017:4) by placing the asking-responding relationships 
solidly in non-monotheistic contexts.   
 
77 Hattfield 2002, Chu 2018, and others on Chinese ming-yun. Working within mainstream social analytic 
traditions, Mazzarella (2018) attempts to frame a series of conceptual binaries, including 
immanence/transcendence, participation/representation, energy/form, and eros/nomos in dialectical motions. 
With this dialectical thinking, we may think of ming-yun in terms of mana for the sake of ming-yun’s 
resonant force that “appears at the same time as something both emergent/open-ended and established/law 
affirming” (Mazzarella 2018:139). However, we could have also broadened the so-called mainstream social 
analytic traditions by paying due respect to, for example, Chinese and other intellectual traditions and 
cultural repositories. Thus, could we not begin with a different ground (of traditions) and look at both-and 
potentiality in terms of mingyun? The so-called ontological turn in anthropology is sometimes trapped by 
an entrenched self-and-not-other/other-and-not-self dichotomy. Nonetheless these recent anthropologists 
have made room for “other” modes of thinking/being beyond the principle of non-contradiction epitomized 
in an Aristotelian logic and, in particular, room for analogic reasoning and the law of 
participation/continuity. This may help us re-appreciate earlier works in comparative philosophy and 
philosophical comparative anthropology which often accept analogic reasoning and the law of 
participation/continuity as characteristic of Chinese thinking traditions (Lucien Levy-Bruhl 1910; Chang 
1952; Lau 1953; Vokov 1992; Descola 2013; Kipnis 2017). 
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(mingyun), the seemingly yes-or-no question “Am I doing well or not?” should be read as 
“How fortunate am I  recently?” (zuijin yunqi zenme yang), or “Am I at the upturn or at 
the downturn currently? Am I to get the upper hand or the lower hand?” (kan kan hui 
choudao shang qian hai shi xia qian.) In seeking a response to this question, many self-
help diviners are not interested in probing the poetics of the divinatory poetry as soon as 
they read the headline and are satisfied that the lot is auspicious. A close examination of 
the fortune status diagnosis, which, on poetic fortune slips, immediately follows the 
arbitrary number of the lot, reveals that among one hundred lots, about one-fourth of the 
lots are inauspicious, another one-fourth are cautionary, and about one-half predict good 
fortune78. Further interpretation of the poetry entry is typically only for the inauspicious 
and cautionary lots. Many temple-goers avoid playing with lottery divination casually, 
discourage families from such a temptation, and try to inquire into their fate only at a 
particularly needy time. But many others also habitually try it out, particularly if they 
have never tried it and harbor long-standing curiosity.  
Let me end this section by considering the engagement in temple performative 
frames in tourist-spiritual family excursions and noting how such family encounters may 
provide a context for the socialization and actualization of divinatory predisposition. It is 
easy to imagine that parents who prostrate themselves and hold their palms together 
(sometimes with arms shaking) would teach their children to prostrate, raise their hands 
and press their palms together, and even shake the lot container. Meanwhile, in Chinese 
Buddhist temples, it is not uncommon to observe toddlers and children playing in temple 
                                                        
78 Based on examination of Buddhist temple lot prints in the Song dynasty. Huang (2007) also refers to 
Hsu’s ethnographic treatise (1976) on the patterns of positive reading in lottery poetry divination. 
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courtyards and halls and naively imitating the prostration gestures of the co-present adults 
who are not their parents or guardians. The naiveté of children’s imitation behaviors 
triggers perceptual, affective, and behavioral responses from surrounding adults, 
including strangers and their parents. Untinged by sentiments of suspicion or reservation, 
children encourage parents to do what they do.  
One Saturday afternoon after lunch, Shifu Grandiose, the abbot of the monastic 
communities at Temple Commons and Temple Zero, passed by the hall in which the lots 
device was available. A young couple, who were wandering in the hall and watching the 
surrounding arhat statutes, was also interested in divination. They stopped the passer-by 
shifu, asking whether she could teach them how to do it and, by the way, how to prostrate 
properly. So Shifu Grandiose began with demonstrating prostration. Then she guided the 
young couple to shake the lot container.  
At the same time, a family of four were also sight-seeing in the halls. Naturally, 
the nearby session attracted their attention and they started to observe the episode. Their 
children, about seven or eight years old, also observed what was happening, but much 
more attentively: because they, one after another, started to imitate and prostrate 
themselves. A devout middle-aged lay Buddhist and temple-goer who also arrived at the 
scene because of the shifu’s presence, immediately noticed it, made an appreciative 
comment, and turned to the parents. “Wow, follow up with them quickly, huh?” The 
mother was immediately receptive and walked up to a praying mat to make prostrations. 
The father was unmoved at the outset, but moved to the praying mat after his eight-year-
old son jested, “Knock your head [on the ground] (ke tou)! We are children (xiaohai, 
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petty person) and we prostrated; why are you adults (daren, great person) holding 
yourself back?” The boy was still kneeling; his smile radiant and relaxed.  
Like the other onlookers, Shifu Grandiose noticed the episode’s development. 
Still holding the lot container that the previous self-help diviner had passed it to her, the 
Shifu walked toward the boy and passed the container. “Recite, o-mi-tuo-fo, and then 
shake it!” In a relaxed and playful atmosphere, the whole family shook the lottery 
container one by one and got their respective lots. They picked up the poetry slips and 
handed the slips to the shifu for interpretation. Shifu Grandiose took a glance and gave it 
back to them very quickly, saying “All are auspicious lots (quan shi hao qian) [indicating 
upward movements with three kinds of shang-qian]. You are all good and well (nimen 
dou pingping anan).” That was all, and the families were satisfied.   
 
Interpreters in Lottery Consultation and Efficacious Authority 
The Primacy of Seeking the Lot (qiu qian) Over Interpreting the Lot (jie qian)  
Lottery divination in the temple-scape easily draws attention from passersby and 
collects sporadic public gatherings at the scene. There are two phrases co-producing and 
co-ensuring divinatory practitioners’ expected efficacy of resolution and clarity. The two 
phases are clearly distinguished through the idiom of qiu qian, seeking the lot, and the 
idiom of jie qian, interpreting the lot. The two phases are complementary but not of equal 
status.  
First comes the self-help divining performance, which is pre-conditioned by a 
trust in divine providence – a generic bodhisattva, a particular deity, or mingyun--fate’s 
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flow. As the consultation of the lots begin, the self-help diviner’s shaking arms make a 
raucous noise of bamboo or wooden lots colliding with one another. Here the self-help 
diviner confronts head-on the sacred moments of immanence and transcendence 
interpolating one another; of momentary life experiences and divine revelations merging 
into one.  
As discussed, the efficacious epistemic-framing moment already takes place when 
one turns oneself into–or, when the performance turns one into–a questioning agent 
asking for resonances and/or asking questions in these lot-drawing episodes. Through the 
stylistic performance, the lottery diviner’s lingering preoccupation or his/her state of life 
takes up a critical temporal significance. Specifically, the performance temporalizes one’s 
well-being as merely a moment of a life with unfulfilled potentialities (better or worse) 
and establishes the performer’s acknowledgement of (and, self-identification with) a 
divine pattern of possibilities. The singularity of the final lot that the lottery diviner 
comes up with at the end of the divine consultation session vividly depicts a definite 
divine pattern.  
Secondly, an interpretive activity ensues. The performative-epistemic lot points to 
an arbitrarily numbered entry of standardized temporal diagnoses (upper hand, midstream, 
and lower hand, and a matrix of their cross-combinations with more positive temporal 
determination diagnoses) and lottery poems. The first interpretive activity is to associate 
the temporal diagnoses with one’s self-understandings (as the cases below will show). 
Thus, often the interpretive sessions are extremely brief when divinatory practitioners 
feel resolved by merely reading and interpreting the headline with the claim, “oh, yes, an 
  
124 
auspicious lot!” A further layer of interpretive activity unfolds when the lottery divination 
practitioner begins to investigate the poem in relation to the specific situation in mind. 
This activity may take place at a deferred moment when the lot performer finds 
himself/herself in an unexpected situation and decides to go back to the lot-framing 
moment and re-interpret the divine lottery revelation message that may have been missed 
(see Case 3 below). 
Interpreters other than one oneself may be involved in the lot-interpretation 
activity. These include the lottery diviner’s temple-visit companions, passersby (other 
temple-goers), and/or some customary interpreters at the scene or elsewhere. Empirically, 
most self-help diviners pass even an auspicious lot to someone else for a second opinion 
or for more in-depth investigation into the lottery poetics. However, we analysts must not 
rush to pre-suppose a generalizable authority in such an interpretive relationship. Instead, 
we must examine the distribution of agency in co-participation relationships 
ethnographically.  
The following section discusses the ways in which the interpretive activity co-
produces divinatory efficacy and the ways in which particular interpretive relationships 
are established.  
An Open Space, an Open Position of Authority 
 During fieldwork, the openness of the divinatory scene most confounded me. It 
seemed that, in the courtyards79 of Temple Zero, the self-help diviners (now ready with 
                                                        
79 For an excellent treatise on courtyard lay preachers in the parking lot outside a major Buddhist temple in 
Beijing, see Fisher (2014). 
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their respective poetic lots at hand) were not afraid of discussing their divinatory issues 
openly and would listen attentively to any passerby who happened to overhear or 
comment. A sense of privacy and respect was not absent, because speakers or passersby, 
depending on their personal orientations, might demonstrate a controlled politeness and 
walk a few steps away to keep a casual distance. Nonetheless, complete strangers and 
unrelated temple goers habitually joined each other’s interpretation session in the open air.  
An atmospheric contrast is evident if we compare the courtyard divinatory 
interpretation sessions with the private, indoor, psychiatric counseling sessions that were 
available for free in Temple Commons.  
At the door of a renovated hall in one of the courtyards in Temple Commons, 
generic temple goer not only sees a bronze plaque indicating the peculiar function of the 
hall as being a “psychological counseling space”(xinli zixun shi), but also a small 
whiteboard with hand-written names of counselors on the shift. There may be either 
certificated counselors/psychiatrists or  monastics who are also students in the temple’s 
affiliated monastic academy (state-licensed and modeled after the modern secular 
university). Both show off their expertise status. The former sometimes prefer to use their 
dharma or other pseudo names instead of legal names; yet they make sure to index 
whatever individual name they use with professional/honorific titles such as “Rank II 
Psychological Counselors with State Certificate.” The latter, always in monastic robes 
indicating their ritual expertise in the eyes of an average Han, always introduce 
themselves or each other to the public by the professional/honorific address term “Fa-shi” 
(dharma teacher). This is, increasingly, a conventional index of a monastics’ expertise, 
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obtained through academic qualifications. An expertise framework of client-counselor 
relationships structure incoming interactions during which an interested temple goer 
enjoys a private talk with a specialist in a designated office.   
In contrast, in the courtyard divinatory scene at Temple Zero, no one (perhaps 
except the perceived divinities) was necessarily waiting for a queue of inquirers. Even 
Shifu Endurance, a hall attendant of the Buddha hall in which the divinatory sticks were 
housed and a customary interpreter, was not always on the spot due to her many 
responsibilities (like all other Shifus). Moreover, even when robe-wearing shifus were at 
the self-help divinatory scene, they did not automatically become interpreters. The lottery 
divination devices –including the sticks and the poem slips –were open-source software 
available in the temple-scape. Should further interpretive conversations be desirable, it 
was the lottery divinatory practitioner who took the initiative to approach a potential 
interpreter and entrust his/her unique lot to that candidate, willingly sharing his/her 
private lottery preoccupation. Sometimes, hall attendants (lay or monastic) or curious co-
temple-goers (companions or strangers) might make an initial request and offered to 
“take a look” on the lot-diviner’s behalf (bang ni kan yi kan). Still, an individual only 
became an interpreter when the lottery divinatory practitioner showed his/her lot and 
supplied more life details to guide the interpreter to read the poetic text in the context of 
the seeker’s life dilemmas.  
In short, in the open courtyards and halls, self-help lottery diviners are the 
protagonists of the interpretation sessions. Their actions of entrustment and their 
keenness in seeking responses to urgent questions keep the conversations going. 
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Interpretive relationships are not prescribed but momentarily established through a play 
of trust and mistrust, a sequence of tentative and decisive entrustment moves. Let’s 
consider the following cases.  
 
Interpretive Relationships in Lottery Divination: Case A 
A man visited Temple Zero on a non-ritual day to draw a lot. Then he hung 
around the courtyards with a frown, speaking to himself occasionally. He kept entering 
and leaving the main hall where Shifu Sigma, an itinerant monastic, was once a hall-
attendant. The man was from Gold River, a town in the Low Hill District that was at the 
farther side of Springhill. He didn’t know that Shifu Sigma had already left Temple Zero 
a year ago. At the time of his visit, the attendant of the main hall was an eighty-three year 
old devout Buddhist lady who customarily interpreted lots for many temple-goers since 
her hall-attending activity made her easily available. Like other elderly temple 
frequenters, the lady had earned the common title of “Old Pu-sa” (transliteration of 
sanskirt bodhisattva) in the Buddhist temples. When specificity was necessary, she was 
addressed as the “eighty-three-year-old elderly Pu-sa.”  
The man from Gold River wouldn’t entrust his lot to the elderly lady, although he 
kept returning to the lady as if he just wanted to have someone to talk to and to listen to 
him. He said to himself repeatedly that he “couldn’t let it go” (fangbu xia) and yet merely 
nodded his head and wouldn’t say a word about what afflicted him so much. Through 
piecemeal dialogues with the lady in the main hall and several passersby in the courtyards 
here and there, the man said that Shifu Sigma had once interpreted a lot for him. He 
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remembered that the Shifu said that he could go monastic rather than serve as a coolie in 
the uncharted waters (zai waimian zuo kuli). He said that he had a 17-year-old child and 
should have returned home from his temple visit because there were issues demanding 
his management. The man was of short stature and did not look like someone accustomed 
to heavy physical labor. He also said that he knew how to interpret lots as well.  
Some time passed. Another man accompanied a gloomy woman to the temple. 
They first went to the main hall to make lamp offerings, telling the eighty-three-year-old 
lady and hall-attendant that one of the woman’s family members was about to undergo 
surgery. Then they moved to the side hall to draw the lots and asked around whether 
there were someone available for interpreting the lot at hand (you meiyou ren jie qian). 
Shifu Endurance, the attendant of the side-hall and another customary interpreter, was 
just back from gardening and said that she would be done soon. Still wandering around, 
the man from Gold River approached them immediately, got the lot, and started a long 
speech. The woman had apparently taken what she heard with a pinch of salt because she 
had moved a few steps further away in the courtyard and entered a more or less 
independent conversational space under the Gold River man’s escort. Her male 
companion, who also looked half-suspicious, followed.  
The man from Gold River turned out to be a passionate public speaker and it was 
difficult not to overhear him. After a while, he shifted the conversation to his own 
divinatory experiences and enthusiastically introduced Shifu Sigma. Then he brought out 
his phone and gave the woman Shifu Sigma’s number. He had asked for it last time he 
met Shifu Sigma but didn’t know if the number would still work.  
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The woman decided to give a try. She made the phone call right there in the 
courtyard, with her worrisome look growingly relaxed and content. She ended the phone 
conversation with lighthearted smiles. The man from Gold River was pleased and 
cheerfully exclaimed, “I said it! She 80  could do it! Last time it was she who 
interpreted/untwisted (jie) [the lot].” The woman’s male companion seemed to be happy 
about the episode while the three of them started small talk and came to the realization 
that they all lived in Gold River. “What a good connection!” (you yuanfen) They spoke to 
each other and started to walk down the courtyard stairs to leave the temple. On the way, 
the woman excitedly asked the man from Gold River to teach her how to recite the Earth 
Treasury Sutra (shorthand for the Sutra of the Past Wish-vows of the Earth Treasury 
Bodhisattva). The sutra was known to be particularly miraculously efficacious for 
untwisting and detoxifying (jie, the same verb as in the interpreting jie) existing venom 
and complicated relationships.  
Thus unfolded the major events of the temple encounter of the woman with a 
male companion. She was worried because a family member was ill and about to have 
surgery. She prostrated herself before the statutes of the buddhas and bodhisattvas and 
made lamp offerings. She expressed her concern in a divine consultation session and 
received her lot among many lots. She met and trusted an interpreter who referred her to 
a shifu who helped her understand the poetics of her lot. And she learned about the 
performance of reciting a vow sutra that would promise more practical efficacy. Her state 
of mind changed affectively during the temple encounter and she left the temple with 
                                                        
80 The Chinese pronoun does not distinguish genders.  
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satisfaction. It is likely that she would keep the lot slip that she got from her lottery 
performance in Temple Zero that afternoon and returned to its poetics at some point. A 
final “efficacy confirmed” report would take time to arrive.  
 The man from Gold River also drew a lot that afternoon. He missed the interpreter 
that he was expecting and refused to have someone else for a lot-interpretation 
conversation. Perhaps he would call Shifu Sigma later for her advice. In any case, he had 
left with his particular lot and his preliminary reading of it.  
Interpretive Relationships in Lottery Divination: Case B 
On another ritually unmarked day, three women visited the temple to seek lottery 
divination. They got their lots, read the poems and chatted between themselves. Then 
they asked whether I, who sat in front of a reception desk, could do interpretations. It was 
about lunch time so Shifu Endurance was away to prepare for food offerings and had 
asked me to help take care of the hall briefly. I replied that the Shifu would be back in a 
while and that she could interpret the lots for them. “You can take a look for now.” One 
of them still handled me her lot slip. So I took a look while the woman started discussing 
her lot. 
“I heard it is super efficacious to seek a lot here. You just get the right responses 
(xiang shenme, ying shenme). They [her two companions] were making this hillside 
resonance-seeking (shang lai qiu) trip, so I just followed them to take a look. Oh my 
goodness! I glanced at the lot. It is exactly ME! You see, I want to expect a baby. I do 
have a partner with whom I could have a baby. But Pu-sa (bodhisattva) said this partner 
is not reliable. [The lot said] ‘All efforts shall be in vain!’ I should prioritize work at this 
moment –don’t you agree?!”(Note: Cited on pp. 96) 
“Hmm, actually, here’s an elderly bodhisattva. You can consult her opinion.” I 
was happy to see that the eighty-three-year-old elderly woman was passing by and 
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referred the women to her immediately. I introduced her, “The Old Pu-sa is 83 years old 
and followed the Buddha’s way for many years. Look at her –perfect physical and mental 
condition!” In general, manifestations of good energy in old age lend an immediate 
authority to elderly people among the Han. The three ladies noticed that the eighty-three-
year-old was walking gracefully and they cheerfully surrounded her. The Old Pu-sa 
laughed, “I am illiterate. I never went to school and don’t have culture [wenhua, meaning 
formal education]. She is cultured. Just let her do the interpretation.” The ladies turned 
around to give me a look, but didn’t move. So I made a suggestion, “You can read it to 
her. She is a cultivation practitioner (you xiuxing) and gives good advice.” 
The ladies took the suggestion and suggested to Old Pu-sa that they would read 
the lot poems aloud while she could just “make comments” (jiang jiang). “I can only 
comment on the face meaning of the words (zi main shang).” “Fine, just comment on the 
face meaning of the words.” The lot was the seventieth lot, an inauspicious downward lot 
(xiaqian). The women started to read aloud, 
朝朝恰似采花蜂，飞出西南又走东，春尽花残无觅处，此心不变旧行踪 
[You are just like a bee/ flying here and there with no rest/ flowers wither after the 
spring is gone/ this heart does not change its old traces] 
 
 I didn’t follow the interpretive session because the conversations were taking 
place a few meters away. It was a lively conversation, with the women giving many 
details about themselves. At the end of the session, the Old Pusa pressed together the 
palms of her hands and said to the women, “I don’t have much wisdom. I am just 
speaking fortuitously (luan shuo). You should listen with half an ear and see whether it 
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gives you new inspirations (qifa). If I gave the wrong message, Amitabh, I beg the 
bodhisattva’s pardon. Now I can’t shed that karmic responsibility (bei yinguo).” 
Interpretive Relationships in Lottery Divination: Case C 
Three middle-aged women visited in groups to draw their respective lots. I served 
as an on-site interpreter and tried to be succinct by expanding the lines into a minimally 
coherent narrative. 
The first woman asked about jobs. Best lot ever (shangshang qian). The women 
had two friends coming together. The second woman received a mildly inauspicious lot 
(zhong xia qian) and asked about her relationship with her parents-in-law. I picked up 
one word in the poetic lines, “hatred” (hen), and suggested this to be the key word in the 
inauspicious verse. “When hatred is gone, the situation should be different.” Then I 
recounted a fun little story that I had just read from the temple’s free book distributions to 
illustrate the importance of a change of mind. The second lady found the story resonant 
and kept nodding her head. The third lady had a 24-year-old daughter and had asked 
when her daughter could get married through the lottery divination. She got one of the 
few lots that dismissed the lottery request. I briefly interpreted the lines. 
The first woman looked hesitant, unlike her two friends. Then with some 
resolution, she looked at me with a sincere and expectant gaze, saying, “I wanted to 
discuss more.” Then she turned to her friends for a brief, second look and turned back to 
me,  
 “Here’s the issue,” she paused, and then continued, “I run my own business. It is 
indeed thriving. A man…treats me very well. He arranged people to support my career 
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here and there. We are both married. He has a wife. I have a husband. His wife treats me 
well too. I know what he means. It has been four years. I feel a burden. I thought about 
divorce. But I don’t want to disintegrate another family. I don’t want to hurt my husband 
either. So I came to ask the bodhisattva to learn what the man possibly intends. Can you 
interpret more concretely and say more? What does the bodhisattva suggest that I should 
do?”  
It was a clear invitation to interpret her life, not the lines, and to get into moral 
reasoning. I did a minimum of work by not soliciting more information and only focusing 
on what she had already said. There was the imperative of family, a phrase that appeared 
in her self-narrative as well as in the lottery poem. I interpreted the situation.  
“Obviously business is one thing, family is another. Your priority already 
went to the family. So, you clarify your priorities and things of secondary 
importance all the time. Your business is not just yours; it is a business for 
your family. This man who supports your business is after all supporting 
your family. It is good to have more business friends. This man must be 
doing well at present by being able to help you a lot. If he or his family get 
into trouble later, you and your family should do your best and reciprocate 
the favor.”  
I recommended she wait for Shifu Endurance or just find her in a garden. The 
woman replied that it had become clear to her that her business was not just hers but her 
family’s. She had gotten an idea about what to do and would come back to talk to the 
Shifu next time when she had more time.  
Interpretive Relationships in Lottery Divination: Case D 
Self-interpretations of her lot by a woman who was born in a nearby village and 
married elsewhere:  
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“I was asking about jobs. My maternal uncle found a job for me. He works in the 
state bureaucracy. He does not typically [use his work privileges and/or connections] to 
get jobs for others. I am not sure if I should take it.” 
“I drew another lot in January. That time I was asking about marriage because I 
wanted to get divorced. My husband dawdled away his time etc. I didn’t feel I could 
continue living a life with him. An elderly Shifu helped me interpret the lot. The shifu 
said that the monastics don’t encourage divorce and suggested that I may give him more 
time. So I did give him three more months. No extra effort was made on his part. Then I 
divorced him. I never quite understood that lot. I brought it here [this time]. Can you 
interpret it for me again?” She looked fine and relaxed.  
Attuned Entanglements: the Situatedness of Efficacious Authority 
 In the above ethnographic descriptions, I avoided putting much emphasis on the 
poetic texts or the poetics of interpretations of a particular lot puzzle. Instead, I focused 
on how particular interpretive relationships come to take shape in the open spaces of a 
Buddhist temple-scape.  
The point is that, in any case, one does not obtain interpretive expertise by 
studying a collection of lottery poetic texts diligently. No doctrines are written on these 
texts. More importantly, the divinities are not speaking through these texts to a particular 
problem raised by a particular lottery diviner at a particular moment of his/her life. The 
poems (shi) are not the lot (qian). The interpretive object isn’t so much the poem as the 
lot (qian) whose significance is uniquely consolidated through a stylistic performance 
frame and a concrete performative instance. The poetry text is a token of a divine 
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relationship that is established through the divinatory performance of asking a question 
and asking for resonances. It then serves as a prompt to facilitate a co-interpretive process 
in which an interpreter thinks and feels with the inquirer and, in fact, joins the life of the 
inquirer momentarily or more permanently (in the case where an inquirer draws another 
lot in the future and looks for the same interpreter).  
 I have mentioned Shifu Endurance several times in the above ethnographic 
descriptions. She too consulted lottery divination in troublesome situations and sought 
conversations on her own lottery stories. Shifu Endurance was half-literate, and she was 
the most popular interpreter in Temple Zero. Many villagers and townspeople sought her 
interpretation exclusively. They waited for her, looked for her, or just returned home and 
gave her a call in the evening. These numerous interpretive encounters familiarized Shifu 
Endurance with the poems and with the arbitrary correspondence between the number of 
the lot and the temporal diagnoses of each lot.  
The interpretative authority of Shifu Endurance came from her life experiences, 
her care for others, and her willingness to lend her authority to the resonance-seekers who 
hope for confirmation. The Shifu was caring and unassuming. She remembered particular 
lottery issues and followed up with villagers to make sure that the issues had come to a 
resolution. She was ready to bring the villagers or their lots to other Shifus for a better 
interpretation, “a second look” (zai kan yixia). She was also ready to refer the villagers to 
a spirit medium when a spirit medium’s ritual might bring immediate resolution to the 
worries/anxiety of the villagers. Her own readings, in her undecorated language and with 
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her familiarity with a rural life and a migrant life in the city, resonated with many 
villagers.  
Thanks to her popularity among ordinary villagers, Shifu Endurance gained 
authority to mobilize a wide range of villagers, and occasionally, town residents, to 
participate in time-consuming, functional temple activities such as harvesting before a 
rainy day. She just dialed the numbers of her temple acquaintances who had called her for 
poetic interpretations. A long-term trust and reciprocal relationship was at work, because 
she had become part of the villagers’ life as much as the villagers of Springhill had 
become part of her life.  
With Shifu Endurance’s example (as well as the example of the eighty-three-year-
old lay Buddhist), we learn that literacy is not a requirement for interpreting the particular 
lots of a lottery divination seeker. Still, literacy is nonetheless an asset. Thanks to a long-
standing admiration for educational achievements (with an aura of prestige because of the 
imperial powers that made selective exams and empowered scholar-officials), 
contemporary higher education credentials easily create an initial trust based on the 
recognition of an authority. However, in interpreting divinatory lots, one does not 
become an authority unless one addresses the inquirer’s concerns intimately and 
constantly.  
Labeled as someone “who had gone to the college,” I, too, was sometimes 
stopped by my temple acquaintances when I wandered around the temple-scape, despite 
my lack of religious credentials. Once put in the position of an interpretive authority by a 
family, I felt embarrassed by their misplaced trust. Their main concern was whether there 
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would be any consequences resulting from the accidental breaking of a wine cup on their 
housewarming day, what the consequences might be, and what they should do to make 
sure nothing went wrong. It was obvious that the family felt the issue to be of fateful 
seriousness. It was also obvious that it would be useless, as I sometimes did, to 
collaborate minimally by translating the divinatory poem literally based on text-reading 
and a “native” commonsensical familiarity with so-called Chinese life. Looking for 
clarity and resolution, practical guidance and authoritative assurance, the divination 
visitors raised questions that mattered but about which an anthropology student had no 
clue and should not attempt to join the conversation. Thus, out of principle, I avoided 
such engagements and always referred divinatory visitors to other possible interpreters 
around the scene or to the Shifus.  
I have discussed at length the conditions of literacy and illiteracy, knowledge of a 
generic literacy culture, and what counts as knowledge in the local life in order to show 
the lack of a universal qualification in making an interpreter. The only way to obtain 
interpretive competence is to receive trust from many self-help lottery diviners, attend to 
their experiences and situations, and commit oneself to being helpful. A potential 
interpreter does not need to have all-encompassing knowledge because the craft of clarity, 
after all, is relational, situational, and contextual.  
 
Conclusion 
This chapter further develops a performance and ritual attunement model in a 
study of Chinese temple religiosity in the case of the Buddhist temples Temple Commons 
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and Temple Zero. I have portrayed in great detail how lottery divination is experienced as 
being “efficacious” and in what way it is a parallel activity to the performance of wish-
vows.  
The ethnography suggests that self-help lottery divination produces a framing-
epistemic effect to the extent that the divinatory performer must become an asking agent 
who asks for resonances and formulates a particular question that matters to him/her 
personally. The movement of a singled-out lot falling from a group of arbitrarily 
numbered lots iconically depicts the singularity of a particular moment at which the 
performer becomes a questioning self. Therefore, the performance of seeking and 
drawing the lot assumes a logical primacy over the activity of interpreting the lots, 
because it creates the subject position, lays the epistemic and ontological ground, and 
delimits the interpretive activity.  
Second, the self-help lottery divinatory practitioner’s entrustment action also 
comes prior to another interpreter’s engagement. Given that the poem itself is not the lot, 
a potential interpreter can only become an interpreter after the lottery divinatory 
practitioner hands over his/her unique lot and invites the candidate interpreter to engage 
with his/her life narratives. Then, an interpreter may only become an authoritative 
interpreter by attending closely to the particular concerns at hand so as to relate the 
lottery diviner’s life situations with the poetic narrative of possible life patterns.  
Few scholars until now have clarified these issues because we tended to attribute 
passivity to these generic ritual performers, and to depict them as worshippers of a 
singular, agentive god or as mass followers under the leadership of charismatic 
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individuals or clerical figures. Underlying this misplaced emphasis is an obsession with 
the idea that organizational or institutional religions should be the norm of religiosities. 
The empirical realities of the Chinese Buddhist temple-scape show that the 
generic temple goers who practice lottery divination are receptive to complete strangers 
with whom they have no institutional bonds. Therefore, it is misleading to pre-suppose a 
narrow range of qualified interpreters who are fixed religious authority figures. Instead, 
interpretive relationships are created case by case in a dynamic way, ranging from ritual 
specialists on the spot or elsewhere to  fortuitous individuals such as the eighty-three-
year-old temple frequenter, the temple service providers (who attended halls; more in the 
next chapter), or the man from Gold River.  
Furthermore, I’d venture to suggest that authority figures are produced, case by 
case, in the resonant encounters that are in fact driven by the generic temple goers –by 
their expectations for non-everyday encounters with unusual figures, by their pursuit of 
efficacy, and by the burning questions arising from their particular life situations. The 
interpretive activities ensuing from the decisive self-help lottery divinatory performance 
provide a niche for any interested individual to fill an openly accessible authority position 
as a partner to navigate the fears, hopes, and struggles of temple visitors. 
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CHAPTER FOUR A NARRATIVE OF CULTIVATION LODGING 
 
“Change life!” “Change society!” These 
precepts mean nothing without the 
production of an appropriate space…To 
change life…we must first change space. 
Henri Lefebvre, the Social Production of 
Space (1991) 
 
Introduction 
“I assure you if you want to secure vitality (jing shen) at my age, keep yourself on 
the run! You can’t always stay at home! This year I have lived sixty full years. On my 
birthday, I walked up the highest platform [4403 feet] on the Jiu-hua Mountain with my 
Buddhist friends. My heart leapt with joy when the train ticket was in my hand. 
Sometimes I set off in a hurry [to catch temple events] and did not even get a seat! For 
the three-hour trip from the Fishtown [Su’s hometown] to the Peak City [location of a 
temple Su frequents], I often stood [on the train] from the beginning to the end. But it 
was just a pleasure. I put clothes in a backpack and go to wherever [whichever temple] I 
want to go. I am not starving. I have a pension. My son and my daughter-in-law do not 
need me to worry. My grandson does fine without me babysitting. I am carefree and sleep 
well. Most people don’t have such quality of life because they can’t stop worrying about 
their grandchildren, their offspring, their houses, their deposit in the bank, their 
declining health; everything they have. Then they lie in bed and sigh [over the approach 
of death]. Three-month services in temples suffice to change their situation. I have gone 
to so many temples – and never once seen anyone glued to their bed. The more you work 
in the temples, the more spiritual energy you manifest. If you use your heart and do 
things mindfully, your twenty-four hours are fully-packed! When you think you are done 
[with the work at hand] and get bored, birds will do you a favor and let you handle their 
droppings. You learn flexibility and do whatever needs to be done. My vitality makes me 
feel very free!” 
 
Luminous Su was speaking cheerfully of her temple experiences. A young 
grandma, she carries an air of dignity and assurance. She likes to wear bright colors and 
silk scarves. Though a casual look at the quality of her dress would betray her rather 
limited economic means, her composure gives her an aura of significance. Providing 
logistic services in residential temples here and there, Su is a sophisticated traveler and 
greatly satisfied with her many journeys beyond a simple household life.  
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Su is a prototypical figure of what I call “cultivation lodgers;” partially building 
on a descriptive folk idiom “living in temples and doing cultivation [of the self]” (zhu 
miao xiu xing). During my fieldwork in Temple Commons, Temple Zero, and residential 
Buddhist temples elsewhere in East and South China, I encountered many individuals 
who have served temples countrywide and even abroad in this way. Given that these 
people do not make up any doctrinally coherent group, I suggest that “cultivation lodger” 
as a conceptual category best describes this loose composite of itinerant laypersons who 
travel extensively to provide day-to-day, residential logistics services for diverse local 
temple communities.  
I first encountered this idiom of cultivation lodging after I had lived in Temple 
Commons and Temple Zero for almost a year. A town woman of rural origin visited the 
temple for a second time during the period and was very confused to have recognized me. 
She thought that she and I were both occasional temple goers based on her last visit, so 
she asked why I had stayed there for such a long time. Before I was able to answer, the 
lady suddenly explained it to herself, “Oh I know, you have come here to live-in-the-
temple (zhu miao). How fortunate that you have got so much time!” Although the term 
did not make much sense to me at the time, it told me that temple-goers, in fact, had 
ready a generic concept to make sense of prolonged temple stays. At that moment I 
realized, as a lodger friend had assured me long ago, that my heightened fear of being 
kicked out as a curious “outsider” was indeed unwarranted. It was an everyday scene for 
strangers to stay in Buddhist temples over an extended period and share life with the 
residential community, the composition of which is itself fluid and unstable.  
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This chapter investigates the status of logistics services provided by cultivation 
lodgers in temple participation activities. In alignment with the performance and ritual 
attunement approach to the study of Chinese religiosity/secularity that I follow through 
the dissertation project, my concern is the impact of temple participation on the open-
ended subject formation processes in residential Buddhist temples. To put it another way, 
if an act is not so much an exterior expression of interiority as the medium that orients the 
doers’ self-understanding, the question then becomes: what is the action accomplishing? 
What is going on in temple services as a performative activity? What kind of 
relationships significant to the doers emerge? How do those relationships reframe the 
doers’ sense of self?  
My analysis examines my interlocutors’ lodging narratives in relation to the 
public significance of cultivation in Chinese discourses. In Mandarin, the idiom Zhu 
Miao Xiu Xing literally describes a way of temporarily living in a temple and engaging in 
cultivation activities. It points to two features of what these people are doing. First, there 
is a sense of purposefully lodging in a temple; that is, cultivation. Second, these people 
who do cultivation have invested in the location of a temple for their practices. A peculiar 
feature of the idiom is the binding of practice and place through an actor, who lodge in 
temples and does self-cultivation.  
We cannot take the binding for granted. In the introduction, I discussed at length 
the spatial arrangement of China’s state secularist policy on the ground, namely, the fact 
that semi-public Religious Activities Venues – rather than sectarian faith groups – 
constitute the officially legitimate elementary units of religious activism in contemporary 
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China. I also suggested that the image of sidestepping movement – building on the spatial 
image of immobile temple constructs – can help us imagine the trajectory of Chinese 
citizens who, while not dislodging themselves from their social-historical positions, yet 
actively relate to religion by going to temple spaces from time to time. Usually, such 
temple-goers pick up rather transitory temple activities such as wish-vowing 
performances, lottery divination, or other come-and-go ritual activities. Yet, in the case of 
cultivation lodging, we observe these come-and-go temple-goers settling down in temple-
scapes in a semi-permanent manner. Instead of resuming everyday life activities after 
attending a particular temple event, they assume responsibilities for the everyday life 
activities in a temple-scape to keep the spatial-residential structure of Chinese temples 
functioning continuously. Does this mean that temple-goers, in this case, should no 
longer be seen as temple-goers but rather, say, committed Buddhists who subject 
themselves to comprehensive institutional regulations? On the face of it, this seems so if 
we assume that “Chinese Buddhist temple-scapes” must be understood as monasteries. 
However, if we remain focused on the ritual analysis method without projecting 
prescriptive assumptions about how norms should relate to practices, we find that lodgers’ 
focuses are still on practical performances and the generative capacity of such 
performances.   
Ultimately, given the traveling ability of religiously unmarked cultivation lodgers, 
a sufficient consideration of the two aspects merged together in the idiom of Zhu Miao 
Xiu Xing – namely self-cultivation and temple-lodging – must be two-fold. On the one 
hand, we consider the binding of practice and place in a single site; on the other hand, we 
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consider the ways in which a great number of practice-places relate to one another 
through many actors. We shall discuss the latter in a separate article, showing how a 
geography of temple imagination takes shape flexibly through the mobile practitioners’ 
cultivation lodging experiences and the circulation of their lodging stories via personal 
networks81. Informed by this possibly broader significance of the phenomenon of 
cultivation lodging, this chapter in the dissertation specifically identifies the subject 
forming moments in cultivation lodging activities within a temple-scape.  
What matters more here is to continue to elaborate the logic(s) by which 
seemingly different activities such as wish-vowing, lottery divination, Buddhist liturgies, 
logistic services, and so on co-exist compatibly without being mutually exclusive; and by 
which they are open to diverse temple-goers without demanding a prior faith commitment. 
Overall, this co-existent quality of Chinese Buddhist temple-scape phenomena is critical 
in empowering temple-goers in China to develop new visions and habits that are broadly 
religiously informed and even religiously fashioned – yet in a way  unconstrained by 
narrower modernist conceptions of religion. This co-existent quality is a necessary (but 
not sufficient) condition for enabling human actors to take “sidestepping” movements; 
playing with the art of the possible. Hence, deliberating on how co-existing quality plays 
out in each outstanding case of temple participation – especially when these cases 
seemingly involve significant normative elements – should help us get closer to 
                                                        
81 If we may still adopt C.K. Yang’s idiom (1956), we may say that cultivation lodgers’ travel and 
intermittent temple residency shows a way heterogeneous temple-goers connect with one another 
“diffusively.” If we follow the movements of cultivation lodgers, we find that the contemporary idea of a 
temple appears to be as existentially constructed as it is structurally conditioned by the temple political 
economy in the late socialist regime. 
  
145 
discerning the unique place of temple-scapes in the lives of Chines temple-goers; lives 
that take shape over time and over many contingent encounters. 
I take a person-centered approach in this chapter, presenting Luminous Su’s 
biographical notes and her account of the most mundane kind of temple services, namely, 
backstage work in the public kitchen. I choose Su’s case because she is not a religious 
leader in any organizational sense; and yet her sense of dignity and empowerment, which 
is closely knit with her temple services profiles, wins her much trust and respect among 
her temple acquaintances who, to be sure, do not make up a coherent community. The 
fact that observable temple services can generate inter-personal recognition between 
people who otherwise do not have ties or institutional status shows an alternative 
intersubjective and social scenario based on cultivation lodging.  
To better relate Su’s personal accounts to broader historical and conceptual 
narratives, I also delineate the idiom of cultivation in anthropological discourses, in 
Chinese societies, and in the Buddhist temple-scape. These discussions on the social uses 
of the idiom of cultivation digress from “pure” ethnographic narratives, and could 
perhaps be seen as interrupting the reader’s interest in simply following Su’s personal 
trajectory and her temple engagement. Yet they are nonetheless indispensable if the 
overall goal of the dissertation is to account for the co-existence of Chinese temple 
activities that accommodate all kinds of temple-goers. In fact, without digressing into 
broader historical backgrounds where the idiom of cultivation finds rich soil in a Chinese 
life in general, we cannot satisfactorily approach temple activities from the standpoint of 
Chinese temple-goers, whose life, after all, does not start with Buddhist temple-scapes. 
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How un-remarkable figures like Su account for their temple services, then, provides us 
with an analytical opportunity to rethink the practice relationships in residential Buddhist 
temples in China. After that, with Su’s example, we can see how the generic idiom of 
cultivation sets the scene for Buddhist-temple-based residential services and how it can 
explain what is going on in Buddhist temple activities without invoking a cleric-lay 
dichotomy or presupposing a singular disciplinary regime. 
 
Luminous but Ordinary: Biographical Notes on Luminous Su 
Su was born in 1955 in a dusty fish-town in the hinterland of Anhui Province in 
East China. Her life began with a fortuneteller’s alarming prognosis that her destiny was 
doomed to be incompatible with the life of her parents. During the years of scarce 
medical infrastructure in small towns, many children in her neighborhood, including her 
younger brother and sister, did not survive. As a child, Su lived on robustly, even during 
the great famine (1959-1961) when starvation plagued the country’s underprivileged 
population. Her parents did not send her to school but kept her at home to babysit her 
siblings. At one time Su followed her neighborhood playmates to school and met a good-
hearted teacher, who told her to sit on an empty wooden chair against the back wall 
inside the classroom. The school was not far so sometimes little Su was able to escape 
her duty at home and sat on that wooden chair. However, the Cultural Revolution (1966-
1976) soon broke out .  The school closed down and the students went back home.  
In the early 1980s, Su got a salesperson’s job in the local state department store 
and was laid off at forty years old in 1995, after having served the danwei for fifteen 
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years. Literally meaning “elementary unit,” danwei as a cornerstone of the socialist state-
society was like home, providing a great range of life benefits to the employees of 
various state institutions82. Hit by state-wide lay-offs, Su lived as a day-laborer/caregiver 
for more than two decades. When her last employer died, and the family moved away, Su 
decided to retire. As Su figured out the fees to maintain her endowment status along with 
other laid-off workers who continued to claim protection from the state, her earlier 
service years in the state-owned department store qualified her to receive a small monthly 
pension of 1500 RMB (about $230 USD). “Ours wasn’t the revolutionary generation. 
But we were the first generation growing up under the red flag.” Su summarized her 
biography succinctly.  
Half literate, Su was introduced to Buddhist sutras and practices only after her 
husband passed away when she was in her mid-50s. A few friends persuaded her to travel 
with them rather than staying alone at home, cut off from social interactions. During a 
tourist trip to a Buddhist temple, Su saw many beautifully printed sutras - all free. When 
she took home many of these free books, Su realized that she did not have a place to put 
them. Therefore, she bought the first bookshelf in her life. As Su did not read, she first 
treated these majestic prints as auspicious decorations. A few weeks later, she got another 
commission to take care of a patient in a hospital, who happened to be a Chinese teacher 
and offered to teach her to read. Su grabbed a good-looking sutra from home and brought 
                                                        
82 For Danwai, see Walder 1988. It was 1985, seven years after the peasants in Xiao Gang village signed a 
secret agreement to divide their commune land into family plots and heralded the country-wide bankruptcy 
of state and collective economies and the parallel privatization reforms esp. in the 1990s (Chan, Madsen 
and Unger 1984, 2009; Huang 2003; Rofel 1999). Fishtown historically belonged to the same county as 
Xiao Gang village, until it became a separate prefecture-level city due to its strategic significance in inland 
river transportation networks. 
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it to the hospital. During the non-Buddhist Chinese teacher’s two-month hospitalization, 
Su learned to read it aloud character by character: the traditional characters in which the 
sutra was printed, the simplified characters, and the Romanization of the standard 
Mandarin pronunciation. Repetition was the key. By practicing reading aloud the 
characters on the sutra and going to sutra chanting assemblies in temples, Su became the 
only Buddhist practitioner in her family.  
Over time, Su started to help out in temples and listen to recordings of chanting 
that she had recorded in temples by phone. “They sound beautiful and make you 
peaceful.” She said. After her self-retirement, Su spent her time either living and 
volunteering in Buddhist temples or staying at home by herself reading aloud the 
Buddhist sutras. Most of her Buddhist friends at her age had been doing voluntary 
residential work for years, and many had eventually become monastics; a trajectory 
shared by many young or middle-aged residential volunteers, regardless of marital 
status83. To some extent, their time spent in temples amounts to a kind of novice-hood; in 
some circumstances, it can culminate in full-fledged monasticism.  
Su traveled extensively from temple to temple. She was either attending temple 
events or serving as an event helper, sewing thirty sets of cotton quilts (after the inner 
cloth was brought out and washed) per day for hundreds of participants. In Anhui, her 
home province, Su gave her name as “Su Guang Zhen [her full name] from the Fishtown” 
among the Buddhist temple-goers. In Temple Commons and Temple Zero, she earned the 
                                                        
83 Divorced middle-aged men and women constituted a significant portion of Han-Buddhist monastics during my 
fieldwork. It would be interesting to learn the statistical data on this phenomenon. But, in general, Han Buddhist 
monasticism has a different attitude to divorce (something that happens as conditions change) compared to Catholic 
monasticism.  
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recognition of “Su Ju-shi” among people who had worked with her, in which case the 
generic term “Ju-shi” (a non-monastic, house-resident, or gentry-like figure) amounted to 
a title of respect paying honor to her credibility. Once Su brought her temple 
acquaintances in East China to the hinterland of the Sichuan basin to support a Shifu 
acquaintance who gave a wish-vow to build a brand temple in that area. During my 
fieldwork year, I traveled with Su and a nun accompanying another nun, who had chronic 
post-polio syndrome, to visit a Chinese medical doctor in a remote village temple in 
Anhui. I accompanied several others on driving trips to this temple. During the first trip 
to the remote temple, however, Su made the journey possible by arranging over-night 
stays in a local temple and in her home. She also sorted out picked-up vehicles –through 
her Buddhist and temple networks –when public transportation wasn’t available en route.  
Luminous Su learned about the place, people, and events of temples here and 
there from her temple friends and acquaintances. Based on common temple participation 
experiences, the cultivation lodgers referred one another to individuals they knew of in 
distant temples. This might be a cook, a security guard, a monastic, an itinerant monastic, 
a lay volunteer, an occasional temple-goer, or simply anyone who might help transform 
an arbitrary landmark on the map into a concrete and relevant place full of personal 
memories. Such personal references sufficed to produce novel, though somewhat weak 
connections while temple-goers generally believed that it is up to circumstances (fateful 
or contingent) whether these very weak connections can work out to be a beneficial tie.84 
Su had visited and served a great number of small and little-heard-of temples in this way 
                                                        
84 It would be interesting to compare the uses of weak ties in Han-Buddhist temple-scapes to classic studies of weak 
ties in western, liberal public spheres, see Granovetter 1977 
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(although later she would applaud those who started temple services by serving a few 
reputable grand monasteries). 
Su kept a tiny, worn-out telephone address book with her. She would sometimes 
call a residential layperson, monastic, or staff person of a particular temple to consult 
about a rarer (and typically longer) event that she had heard about during her last visit. 
While Su used her phone to call, text, take photos, and make recordings, her internet was 
her temple friends and acquaintances. When it was time to depart, she would take a local 
bus to the shabby old train station in Fishtown (rather than the grand, new high-speed 
train station), and get a hard-seat or hard-sleeper ticket for the normal speed train, the so-
called “turtle-skinned cart” (lv pi che). This train had lower standards of hygiene and took 
unbearably long hours for the young people, middle-aged professionals and leaders of all 
sorts who calculated time by minutes and seconds; but the price was incredibly low. 
Besides, as a “cultivation practitioner,” Su said that she was never bored because she 
turned her everyday encounters into a site of observation and growth. 
Luminous Su knew she had prepared for a good death, which allowed her to enjoy 
time and her vitality unobstructed. Her major wish was to accomplish reading aloud the 
complete collection of the Chinese Buddhist sutras, a 168-book gift to her by a Shifu 
through a disciple. “Just skip volume so-and-so in book x because it discusses monastic 
precepts that are not pledged and observed by you.” This was the Shifu’s only advice. I 
was with Luminous Su when she visited the Shifu and got the gift promise. On occasion, 
Su also spotted a stack of sutras and asked about it. It was a sixty-volume version of the 
Avatamsaka Sutra (Huayan Jing), which was less circulated compared to the eighty-
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volume version that was popularly chanted in Chinese Buddhist temples. “I had heard 
about it but never seen it! Can I borrow it?” Su made the request and started to read it the 
same night. “What is it about?” I had never heard of the sutra and asked before I went to 
bed, as we shared the same dormitory. Immediately, Su replied, “Avatamsaka Sutra 
discusses three things: how to make wish-vows (fayuan), how to do cultivation (xiuxing), 
and how to achieve Buddhahood (chengfo). This is my understanding based on the 
eighty-volume version. I need to check this one out.” She sat nobly and opened the sutra. 
That was the first time we had a conversation, although we had been work-mates in the 
temple kitchen and roommates for almost two weeks. Su talked little but worked hard.  
The Shifu’s disciple soon ordered the complete collection of the Chinese Buddhist 
sutras from the printing house and mailed it to Su’s home. Su foresaw herself 
accomplishing the chanting project in approximately 6 years: 4 volumes a month if she 
kept herself at home for a whole month; but she would prefer to balance this by visiting 
temples for month-long services from time to time. Her other immediate imperative was 
to fulfill a wish-vow (yuan) to make offerings to each monastic of the One Thousand 
Monks Ritual Feast hosted by any temple she knew of (if at 10 RMB each, this is about 
10,000 RMB total), and to make two rice buns herself for each of them. She made this 
wish-vow a year ago when she prayed to the Guan-yin Bodhisattva for a grandson in Mt. 
Wu Tai of northern China. Showing me a bouncing and laughing boy in a one-month-
birth photo, Su was determined to fulfill her wish-vow and saved money for this purpose. 
When she worked on her sutra-chanting project at home, a bowl of porridge and two buns 
a day made her tremendously happy. When she served in temples, she made sure to 
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compensate for her consumption during her temple stay in monetary terms besides her 
contributions in money and labor.  
“One must not confuse the many causes with one another because each of them 
produces its own consequences,” Su explained. As with most cultivation lodgers, she was 
highly sensitive to the theory of cause-and-effect (yin guo), which possessed tremendous 
normative and regulative force for how they perceived their actions. “To do cultivation 
(xiu xing) is to modify (xiu) the conducts (xing).” Obviously, Su had a clear sense of her 
cultivation principle. Yet, how did it produce the vitality of which she was so proud? 
Why does lodging in temples for a period of cultivation matter? Was not Su cultivating 
herself at home by reciting the sutras or on the trains when she did not have a seat?  
Before we turn to Su’s account of her temple services and consider what happens 
in the process, in the following section, I situate the idiom of cultivation in both our 
disciplinary inquiries and in Chinese lives. My point is to highlight the structural 
significance of Buddhist residential temples in relation to the generic idiom of cultivation. 
Then we can consider what the notion of cultivation lodging brings to cultivation 
activities and how it redefines the subjective experiences of one’s sense of a vital, 
meaningful self.  
 
Cultivating Vitality in the Late Socialist Market Society 
The Idiom of Cultivation in Social Science Discourses: Formation of Self-in-Tradition 
Cultivation as a conceptual register appears in anthropology against a background 
of searching for indigenous agency and its historical formation and consequences, much 
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in line with the construction of the category of practice (Ortner 1984). Known for his 
works on sovereignty, Foucault, esp. through his late writings, becomes a major source of 
inspiration, as the bio-power theorist – also a historian of ideas – elaborates how 
individual subjects co-constitute themselves as ethical subjects while they are formed 
through relationships of power (Foucault 1984, 1988). Asad (1994) picks up this 
interplay between self and authority and critically reconfigures the notion of agency 
through historicizing the Enlightenment and Post-Reformation construction of religion 
and self as being separated from the work of power. In the dominant form of medieval 
Christian monasticism, virtue and/or interior quality is not so much the source as the 
product of concrete practices that are dependent on a community with authority structures. 
This view goes along with an understanding of ritual as a technique/ technology of the 
self by which a person embodies specific skills and eventually inhabits the desired ideals 
as the religious or ritualized subject (ibid. 55-170, Bell 2009[1992]).  
In her pioneer ethnography, Mahmood (2005) specifically develops analytics of 
cultivation to think about embodied, productive powers of the self. Later ethnographies 
have similarly de-stabilized a secular-liberal conception of human agency as autonomous, 
possessive selves by identifying a significant variety of concrete practices through which 
a subject cultivates and sustains particular dispositions in relation to concrete, significant 
others (Agrama 2010, Hirschkind 2006, Luhrmann 2005, Mittermaier 2012). While all 
these ethnographic efforts are slowly paving a way for new disciplinary visions, it has 
been easier to provincialize a secular-liberal model of personhood, showing that our 
disciplinary assumptions are historically formed, than to merely begin with a different 
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theoretical background.85 Disagreements can hardly be resolved because, indeed, there is 
not a singular position toward the question of the agency at the intersection of self-
making and world-making. As a result, the ethnographic inquiry of the possibility and 
limit of cultivation –or the range of the embodied regimes of practice – often ends up 
clarifying and reconfiguring the philosophical and ontological commitments of our 
anthropological conversations.86  
One conundrum lies in the embodied but relational constitution of cultivation 
practices, which itself is not always discursive. Yet, as Basso suggests, by no means are 
anthropologists the only ones who assume a task of translating cultivation because “local” 
actors themselves have attempted to translate their embodied regimes of practices across 
languages and national sites in a diasporic world to sustain certain “communities of 
sentiment” (Appadurai 1996:8, Basso 2003:7). Considering the overwhelming amount of 
Chinese textual and vernacular production of cultivation narratives, it is shocking that the 
Chinese embodied regimes of practice largely remain an area field and marginal to our 
discipline-remaking conversations on the making of humanity in this century. Here it 
may be relevant to note that in recent years in China, a loose research group has emerged 
surrounding a potential anthropology of cultivation (xiuxing), which is not so much 
                                                        
85 It is noteworthy that Asad turns overwhelmingly to political theorists and political philosophers as his 
interlocutors in his most recent book. See Asad 2018.  
 
86  An Aristotelian genealogy of ethics is particularly pronounced in recent anthropology, given that 
Aristotelian ethics attends to practice and draws us away from consequentialists and deontologists. Another 
significant source reference is Heidegger’s phenomenological approach to world-making. Debates often 
surround the applicability of defining practice in Aristotelian tradition to think of virtue and moral 
deliberation (consequently the utility of distinguishing ethics and morality), the other approaches that it 
sidelined, or the place of transcendence in our discipline’s disenchanted and post-colonial world.  Das 2015, 
Fassin 2014, Faubion 2001, Keane 2014, Laidlaw 2002, Lambek 2000, 2010, Mattingly and Throop 2018, 
Robbins 2016, Zigon 2010. Wardlow 2017.  
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informed by Anglo-Saxon genealogies as by Chinese classical and vernacular situations. 
Ethnographers and historians of religion started the group when they realized that the 
idiom of xiuxing, namely the embodied cultivation practices, enables lively conversations 
across doctrinal lines and disciplinary boundaries in a Chinese-speaking world (Chen, 
Yang &Huang, 2016; Shen 2016). The group is still incipient while translating cultivation 
remains a problem of inter-cultural construction at many different levels.  
 
The Idiom of Cultivation in Forming Chinese Selves and Traditions 
In contrast to what scholars may say about “cultivation” based on studying 
Christian or Islamic practices, “self-cultivation” (xiuxing, or self-improvement based on 
practical works) – the key conceptual frame employed by Chinese lodgers in Buddhist 
temples to describe their committed temple upkeep activities – does not need to be 
narrowly Buddhist in origin. In fact, given that Chinese temple-goers seldom present 
unalloyed narratives of their understanding of the idiom of cultivation, we have to begin 
with conceptual continuity within the myriads of circulating understandings that lack 
categorical distinction, between various religious and cultural-social thoughts - or 
between one living tradition of knowledge and another .   
Such intertwining traditions of knowledge or cultural streams are close to what 
Barth aims at in his analysis of complex societies (Barth 1989, 1993; Barth et al. 2002). 
Previously, we learned about the spatial continuity between mainstream political state-
society spaces and marginalized semi-public venues for religious activities in Chinese 
temple-scapes. We also learned about the inclusive tendencies of a Mahayana bodhisattva 
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ideal that enables temple-residing Buddhist monastics to flexibly share practice spaces 
with the public, even when they may have a different opinion of potential of temple-goers’ 
practices. From this perspective, curiously, we see on the one hand that Chinese temple-
goers in post-revolutionary China are citizens of a modern nation-state who are free to 
travel around; and on the other hand, that temple-residing Chinese monastics rarely 
“reach out” beyond their residency area to proselytize.  In this case, is it possible to 
empathize with temple-goers, who are free but committed to regular logistic services, if 
one does not assume that they must be devoted Buddhists possessing a definite religious 
identity and aspiring to embody purely Buddhist ideals through joining a totalistic 
institution in the Goffmanian sense (Goffman 1968; Hacking 2004)?  
In accounting for the origin of certain contemporary social sentiments/proclivities, 
i.e. comfort zones, analysts often survey a much longer cultural-religious history in 
Western Europe to trace sustained traditions of normative expectations. In the case of co-
existing dynamics in a Chinese Buddhist temple-scape, we need not hasten to exclude the 
relevance of similarly much longer histories, even if not every relevant history is 
explicitly told (“reported”) by our ethnographic interlocutors, based on whose narratives 
we ethnographers compose our disciplinary accounts. When we are willing to consider 
Chinese temple-scapes broadly, and to consider the translation of embodied regimes of 
practice through the history of Asia, we find abundant vocabularies of self-cultivation in 
a historically vital life.  More significantly, one finds that theories and methods of self-
cultivation fuse through intertwined circulation of ideas and people in East, South, and 
Southeast Asia (Duara 2003, 2015; Van der Veer 2014).  
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In the Sinophone and Sinographic87 world, narratives of self-cultivation tend to 
mark and create a broadly shared cultural horizon. Even the Jesuits and their literati 
interlocutors in the Ming and Qing courts befriended one another by discussing a shared 
interest in the discipline of self-cultivation. At the request of a Ming royalty, Mateo Ricci 
(1552-1610) wrote a book in Chinese, entitled “On Friendship” (De Amicitia), in which 
he collected what Greek and Latin authors advised on the subject, highlighting a theme of 
self-cultivation. The book was reprinted broadly, and Ricci wrote in 1559 that “it earned 
more credit for me and for our Europe than anything else that we have done” (Ricci and 
Billings 2009:3; Hosne 2014). The Jesuit method of cultural accommodation was soon to 
be condemned in Europe. Later missionaries and their opponents in China would then 
draw the line between Confucian and Catholic cultivation principles rather contentiously 
(Brockey 2009; Standaert 2008; Rubies 2015).  
At the same time, though Buddhist and Daoist-influenced works were only 
minimally comparable in terms of their political prestige to mainstream Confucian 
discourses, they had held lasting appeal for both elite and mass audiences by offering 
cultivation instructions and opportunities of self-enhancement and self-perfection. 
Sectarian movements based on these practice ideals tended to be rampant during the 
unsettled times when self-cultivation practices escalated into organizational political 
activism where empires’ local rule became slack (ter Haar 1999, 2014). At the turn of the 
twentieth century, the discourse of cultivation propelled a new range of spontaneous 
movements in a variety of Chinese societies, this time fueled by interfusion with 
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complicated Western influences during the great geo-political turmoil of the time (Duara 
1996). Notably, the key idiom of self-cultivation as employed in these sociocultural 
undercurrents was never individualistic but aligned with renewed historical aspirations to 
“transform and redeem the whole world” that often – but not always – led to salvationist 
religious movements (Palmer 2011; Chen 2017). In a newly formed international society 
in which the “Westerners” took the most prestige, the aspiration of cultivation 
practitioners fueled nationalistic enterprises and yet involved more world-making claims 
to “construct an alternative Oriental vision of spiritual civilization, universal and superior 
to that of the West” (Jammes and Palmer 2018:407).88 
At the turn of the last century, Chinese political and intellectual elites had 
invested in Western modern secularism to build the modern states, especially after the 
imperium fell in 1911. Meanwhile, the grassroots organization of redemptive societies 
achieved their own social and political saliency by continuing to popularize a syncretic 
vision of self-cultivation. While the textual traditions of Buddhist, Confucian, and Daoist 
teachings became marginal compared to the new wealth of translated literature of 
modernist Western sources, the mass population claimed ownership of the former as well 
as generating new transmission lineages through spirit mediumship and new forms of 
association (Ownby and Heidhues 2016). According to Duara’s recent comparative 
historical inquiry, these “disciplinary practices of self-cultivation and self-formation that 
sought to link the self, and/or the community or locality to the transcendent ideals did not 
typically or historically eliminate other groups or immanent expressions of religions 
                                                        
88 To be sure, self-cultivation as world-transformation isn’t a uniquely Chinese theme.  
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based on doctrine” (Duara 2015:6). Underlying this quintessential plural sentiment was a 
recognition of common human access to transcendence and perfection through cultivation, 
which “permits coexistence of different levels and expressions of truth” (ibid). In this 
view, the notion of “transcendence” is rather “a historically constructed meta-
epistemological space” that permits authority claims of persuasion and transformation 
and is “sought through modeling of subjectivities, behaviors, and praxis” (ibid 119-155). 
In contemporary Chinese society in the mainland, the productive powers offered 
by embodied cultivation practices continue to allure Chinese subjects of various kinds. 
Varieties of self-cultivation practices and discourses enjoy high public visibility when 
their corresponding group activities do not develop into politically challenging 
organizations. Within the comfort zone of state leadership agents, cultivation practices 
and discourses can be sponsored by the party-state, especially through campaigns to 
“build spiritual civilization” (jingshen wenming jianshe, in the 1980s) and their 
institutionalization (in the late 1990s) in an effort to “manage public culture while 
opening it to market forces” (Farquhar and Zhang 2005:324). The rise, decline, and 
reappearance of countrywide Qigong movements shows the extent that the party-state is 
ready to endorse productive cultivation activities at the grassroots level, under the 
condition that no particular group escalates its organizational structure outside various 
consumptive spheres or pursues confrontational politics (Chen 2003; Ownby 2008; 
Palmer 2007; Yang F. 2011).  
In short, throughout Chinese lives, the idiom of cultivation permeates social 
discourses wherever there is ample space for shaping the human subject based on the 
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subject’s self-work. Even in party-state discourses, in addition to those “building spiritual 
civilization,” which aim at shaping the public culture and appropriate and absorb vast 
popular sources, the idiom of cultivation can appear in elite cadre-training discourses that 
aim at shaping the party and bureaucracy culture. While the party-state claims absolute 
authority to ensure the country’s public order, it calls for a “humanized” bureaucracy (ren 
xing hua) and a humanistic style of governing (yi ren wei ben). In response to the 
international trade sanctions ensued from the events of 1989, the Chinese party-state 
initiated new reforms to seek to re-enter a global economy in 1999 (mediated by the 
protocols of the World Trade Organization). In particular, it began to officially endorse 
this “humanizing” discourse, “in contrast with the old socialist rule based on class 
struggle and coercion” (Zhang L. 2017:9, also see Liu 2009, E. Zhang 2010). Consider 
the famous pamphlet, “On the Self-Cultivation of the Communists” (translated as “How 
to be a Good Communist” in English publication), by revolutionary party-leader Liu 
Shaoqi (1898-1969), and how it was used as major evidence for harsh attacks against Liu 
and others’ revisionist and Confucian temperaments at the beginning of the Cultural 
Revolution (Dittmer 2015[1982]). In the late 2010s, however, a quick search in the 
catalogs of a few political publishers would reveal that the idiom of “cultivation” 
reappeared in mainstream political culture. For example, a series of books, such as 
“Practicing Cultivation for Achieving Virtue: Chinese Traditional Cultivation Culture 
and the Character of Contemporary Communists,” published in 2018 by the People’s 
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Publishing House, would have been labeled “extremely reactionary” during the 
revolutionary decades and would have been a site of criticism and political liabilities.89  
Against this background of “humanizing” governance in a global economy, it is 
no wonder that the trope of self-cultivation easily seeps into diffusive therapeutic 
discourses in a range of psychologization projects designed to make happy subjects in 
government-funded training sessions, as well as in the self-investing, profit-driven 
psychological industry (Yang J. 2017; Zhang 2018).  
In parallel, no less significant are the countrywide somatic projects designed to 
make physically active subjects through government implementation of “National Fitness 
Programs” (quan min jian shen shi shi ji hua) and through the burgeoning market of life-
nourishment industry (yangshen chanye). While a relational, socially efficacious self 
could emerge from the psychologicalization projects, a kind of public-facing self appears 
from the activity projects. The Regulation on National Fitness90 dictates state funding to 
build public sports facilities at the “community” (shequ) level in both rural and urban 
areas. Its implementation typically creates public spaces within broader public spaces 
such as parks, squares, and open streets. Once these open-access spaces are available, 
more physical activities flourish on the same ground.  
                                                        
89 In the spring of 2018, a professor in Chinese history that I knew was commissioned by a Municipal 
Office of the Committee on Building the Spiritual Civilization to contribute to a larger project: a 
“Handbook of Cultivation for P-city Citizens” (shi min xiu shen shou ce). I ended up contributing three 
entries, in direct communication with the office coordinator, along with a few other former students of the 
professor. All contributors were supposed to be familiar with mainstream discourses of various sorts while 
the value investment at the individual’s discretion was considerable. A radical feminist friend and I wrote 
our handbook-style guiding pieces by consciously dismissing the patriarchal overtone of certain idiomatic 
expressions that the project editor had selected. Although the coordinators accepted them without content 
dispute (just emphasizing a tongsu, i.e. popular, writing style), it is disturbing to realize the specific 
semantic fields transmitted by conventional idioms when they re-enter contemporary public discourse.  
 
90 http://www.lawinfochina.com/display.aspx?lib=law&id=8098&CGid= 
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During the population’s non-work hours, one encounters practitioners of tai-ji 
(martial arts or qigong), ballroom dance, socialist-style communal dances, grand 
calligraphy (using a broom-size brush and water to write on the ground), opera singing, 
traditional musical instruments, gymnastics, chess, etc., all under the name of cultivation 
arts (Farquhar and Zhang 2012; Richaud 2018). Significantly, in all these cultivation 
activities in publicly accessible spaces, the distinction between physical exercise and 
spiritual exercise or between the bio-natural and the bio-cosmological is inherently 
blurred. Legendary stories of the mastery of spiritual techniques frequently pop up among 
acquaintances, often involving teacher-student relationships or even discipleships. 
Nonetheless, the predominant sentiment is a kind of spirited pleasure, expressing the 
“joys of dwelling in the mainstream (zhuliu)...[that] in conversation and the media, makes 
no deep divide between the state and the people, or between individual and society” 
(Farquhar and Zhang 2005:308).  
 
The Idiom of Cultivation in Buddhist Residential Temples in China 
The previous section establishes “cultivation” as a widespread and generic idiom 
in Chinese life. Various individuals or groups use the idiom for quite different purposes, 
merging it with a rich range of discourse in all sorts of institutional domains—from the 
familial to the religious, from the political to private industry, from health/healing to 
divine well-being, etc. Ideally, cultivation can take place anywhere, because the focus of 
cultivation is on the practical transformation of self or of personal habits. This fits well 
with a humanistic understanding of place and geography. According to the humanist 
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geographer Tuan Yi-Fu, a place is a center of meanings that “incarnates the experiences 
and aspirations of a people” (Tuan 1979: 387).  
Against this background, in the context of Chinese Buddhist temples, one finds 
that many different objectives, theories, and understandings of cultivation appear 
interchangeable in the stories and narratives told by temple-goers and lodgers. Some 
serious practitioners are determined to become Buddhas or to cultivate supernatural 
capacities. Yet many more temple-goers and lodgers merely express interest in becoming 
more virtuous and cultivating generic virtues such as compassion and wisdom. Even 
more temple-goers and lodgers emphasize merit and rewards in this life. Still, many 
others are satisfied with a general sense of well-being and self-improvement, words not 
so different from those appearing in the self-help literature market. Besides, it is common 
to find even two lodgers who share the same residential space in a temple disagreeing on 
how one another understands “cultivation.” 
Besides the shared idiom of “cultivation,” what I suggest may connect all of them 
is a public recognition of the close proximity between cultivation achievement and 
temple-lodging services. We should not take this affinity for granted, given that ideally, 
cultivation is place-unspecific. In the case of Buddhist temples, neither should we 
conflate temple-lodging services with monastic worship and automatically attribute the 
affinity to a monastic cause.  
First, admittedly, according to conventional Buddhist socioeconomic and 
religious structuring theories and histories, an active Buddhist monastic presence creates 
a meritorious site where lay people can make offerings to support the monastics in 
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earning religious merit (Clarke 1989; Ortner 1989: 59-81; Salguero 2013; Spiro 1982; 
Tambiah 1976; Teiser 1988). However, as Campergue’s ethnography on Tibetan 
Buddhist Centers in France suggests, dharma centers benefit from a secure foundation of 
support only if the public is familiar with merit-making practices (Campergue 2015). 
This is because a Buddhist offering relationship is relational rather than institutional.  
Caple documents how Han patrons – who live far from the Tibetan lands while 
supporting their Tibetan gurus –profoundly impact monastic-lay relationships among the 
local Tibetans (Caple 2015). Similarly, we cannot assume that temple-lodging services 
must be an expression of lay offering and monastic worship among Chinese Buddhist 
temple-goers in the late 2010s. In any case, historically, Chinese Buddhist monks never 
enjoyed the social and political prestige that their counterparts had in the Tibetan and 
Theravada societies. Secondly, even if we assumed that the merit-offering thesis holds 
valid, the thesis itself does not explain why offerings made in the form of labor and care 
in addition to monetary donations are directed so prominently to the specific place called 
“temple” in mainland China. Thirdly, in relation to the consequences of contemporary 
Chinese secularist policy, my fieldwork suggests that a good percentage of cultivation 
lodgers were attracted to Buddhist temples not so much by Buddhism per se as by the 
lodging opportunities that are more available for cultivation there. 
The empirical affinity between cultivation achievement and temple-lodging 
services is striking when we further compare Buddhist developments in mainland China 
and in Taiwan. It is not surprising though, given that the political profiles of the idiom of 
cultivation in historical Chinese regimes have long demonstrated that available 
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institutional spaces intensively shape the public existence of cultivation discourses and 
activities. Since Taiwan’s democratization and the lifting of martial law from the 1960s 
to 1980s, lay Buddhist movements have built up legal-financial structures and secured 
organizational-institutional supports in an increasingly neoliberal regime. In consequence, 
a civic idea of spatially dispersed but organized community outreach de-emphasizes the 
conventional centrality of temples as practice centers (Huang 2009; Laliberté 2012; 
Madsen 2007, etc.).  
On the contrary, spatial dispersion or trans-local movement also exists in the 
mainland, yet the entities that move around are seldom a unified congregation. 91 
Individuals or clusters of individuals travel extensively across the country yet provide 
residential services in scattered, immobile temple constructs. Sustained in personal stories 
rather than independent organizational narratives, their regular movements do not 
intensify into collective actions. Even when cultivation lodgers or temple-travelers 
mobilize an extensive network based on weak connections to travel from one temple to 
another (you may recall the case of Luminous Su), the use of social networks is more 
likely to satisfy the immediate, practical, and reasonable interests of particular individuals. 
The tendency conforms to patterns of social and policy activism in the Chinese party-
state in general (Chan, Shin, and Williams 2016). If individuals’ movements energize 
anything, it is the temple construct, its nourishing communities, and so-called personal 
                                                        
91 Religious organizations –in a very specific sense–do travel through their official representatives.  As I 
discussed in the Introduction, in a state realm that admits only five lawful religions, religious entities of the 
five religions gain their respective institutional capacity only through a region-based structure 
corresponding to an administrative and political hierarchy. 
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vitality. The overall religious profile of cultivation travelers remains heterogeneous 
except for a shared temple-lodging background in temples here and there.  
 
The Idiom of Cultivation and the Notion of Performative Virtuosity: Considering 
Buddhist Residential Temples in China, Continued 
Speaking of the cultivation discourse of Buddhist monastics, we may be tempted 
to think of the relevance (or irrelevance) of a temple setting to cultivation achievements 
in the above situations by adopting a thesis of the democratization of religious virtuosity 
and/or monastic leadership – in terms of the historical change from medieval Catholic 
monasticism to Protestant inner-worldly asceticism. In Asian contexts, a Weberian notion 
of “religious virtuoso” has strongly informed investigations of ascetic religious 
communities, particularly of the Jains and the Theravada Buddhist Sangha (i.e. the 
monastic community), in South Asia and Southeast Asia. Particular attention is on 
“virtuoso ethics,” namely, an ethics of the expert, the selected, the specially gifted or the 
religiously musical (Carrithers 1989; Humphrey and Laidlaw 1994; Laidlaw 2005; 
Tambiah 1984; etc.). However, the interpretive framework which begins with given 
“virtuoso” figures can be misleading in approaching cultivation and practice-relationships 
in the Chinese Buddhist temple situation, because the thesis of “monastic leadership” 
must be considered differently in the absence of a clerical-social institution.92  
                                                        
92 In the ethnography, my purpose is to clarify my empirical case by locating the most fitting conceptual 
idioms. I will leave to a future occasion the consideration of whether and how the Chinese situation adds to 
Weberian dialogues among anthropologists. 
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First, from the perspective of a general Chinese population subject to mainstream 
governance, Buddhist monastics who dwell apart from householders are perceived, by the 
householders, as ritual specialists whose role is interchangeable with Daoist and folk 
ritual specialists (Thoraval 1996). In this mainstream Chinese social life, religious 
specialists, including Buddhist monastics, are “typically addressed as experts…that 
express respect for technical knowledge but do not imply leadership” (Goossaert 
2008:16). In other words, there is not a privileged “virtuoso” spiritual status specially 
accorded to Buddhist monastics in public life. Without this public recognition of 
Buddhist monasticism as a privileged spiritual ideal in the broader society, we cannot 
assume that the category of virtuoso and a democratization paradigm is universally useful 
to begin with.  
Second, from the perspective of an allegedly bounded, self-sustaining Chinese 
Buddhist tradition, we may consider how pervasive discourse tends to articulate the 
difference between Chinese Buddhist traditions (Mahayana ones, including the Tibetan 
Buddhist traditions in China) and the Theravada Buddhist traditions (informed by the 
“Pali imaginaire,” in Collins’ term; see Collins 1998). What stands out in the former is a 
bodhisattva practice-perfection ideal toward the attainment of the state of Buddhahood. 
This prominence of the bodhisattva practice ideal indeed defines how Chinese Buddhists 
themselves understand the difference between Mahayana Buddhism and Theravada 
Buddhism. To this day, many Chinese Buddhists and even the public still cite “Hinayana 
Buddhism” (the lesser vehicle, xiaocheng fojiao) to address the latter, even though 
various parties including the party-state agents have consistently promoted the newly 
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translated idiom of “Theravada” (Shangzuobu) to avoid the derogative implication of the 
popular notation. According to Samuels’s revised theoretical narrative, the bodhisattva 
ideal is “more universally applied” in “Mahayana Buddhism as a vehicle.” Meanwhile, 
for Theravada Buddhism as a vehicle, the “bodhisattva ideal is reserved for and 
appropriated by certain exceptional people. Put somewhat differently, while the 
bodhisattva-yana [vehicle] and the goal of buddhahood continue to be accepted as one of 
three possible goals by followers of Theravada Buddhism, this same goal becomes 
viewed as the only acceptable goal by followers of Mahayana Buddhism” (Samuels 
1997:408).  
To put it another way, the commitment to perfection, or at least the propensity for 
it, among Chinese Buddhist participants is outstandingly popular, pervasive, and not 
limited to a few monastics in character. Therefore, if we were to use the category of 
virtuosi for considering the religious change within doctrinally coherent traditions (i.e., 
the “ism” of the way of the Buddha(s)), then, the most fitting empirical cases may be 
historical and even ancient ones. Namely, the cases may involve those situations at the 
very beginning of Mahayana formation in ancient India and – given the disappearance of 
Mahayana practitioners in ancient India – during the early histories of Chinese Buddhist 
historical formation. As ethnographers, we do not need to go far to notice the 
contemporary prominence of the bodhisattva practice ideal in Chinese Buddhist 
discourses in mainland China, Taiwan, and the Chinese societies/communities in 
Southeast Asia.  
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The analytical problem raised by the relevance of temples is how to regard the 
relationship between person, place, and doings when dealing with religions-in-society in 
a post-colonial world that acknowledges “Western” historical experiences through its 
provinciality and contingencies (Chakrabarty 2008).  Conceptually, we are often still 
biased in thinking of religion in terms of the identity of church members, namely with 
reference to how organized Christian groups relate to their environment. We are also 
influenced by the thesis of functional differentiation of value spheres – useful as 
historical analytics but no more than that – to think of the incommensurability of the 
religious sphere with other life spheres. In parallel, we tend to assume that religious 
ethics must be intrinsically differently from non-religious ethics and that the former must 
begin with faiths, beliefs, doctrines, and pre-existing commitments in a given religious 
system that is bounded and different from other religious systems. Overall, these analytic 
preoccupations with genuine fellowship, ideological coherence, authentic carriers of pure 
religious values, etc. can distract us from recognizing the practice relationships – rather 
than the institutional or fellowship relationships – that are diversely assembled and 
“reassembled” (Latour 2005) in Chinese Buddhist temples.  
Suppose, instead, we begin with practices as an empirical site and with the 
performatively productive powers of practice, the notion that “virtuosity” in the sense of 
performative mastery of skills – rather than “virtuoso” as an essentialist person type – is 
nonetheless relevant to Chinese Buddhist temple situations. Through the shared idiom of 
cultivation, in fact, we can observe varieties of virtuosity as well as diverging degrees of 
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virtuosity. This may decouple the weight of monastic presence in Chinese temples from 
the misplaced assumption of clerical-monastic leadership.  
How, then, do we begin with cultivation practices themselves to think of the 
relationship between various temple participants and temples? In recent anthropology, 
Wilocks usefully re-appropriates Weber’s notion of “religious virtuosity” by retracing the 
link between being virtuous and being virtuoso through Gell (1998) on art and agency 
and Ingold (2001) on skill (Widlok 2004, 2012). Part of what he does here is to re-claim a 
link across various value-spheres through embodied technical excellence. In the realms of 
both aesthetics and technology, as examined by Gell and Ingold, virtuosity indicates a 
high mastery of skills that involves not only the making of objects, but also the forming 
of subjects who are mediated by their own creations. The practice itself can lead to 
connoisseurship and transformation. Similarly, Widlock makes this argument by bringing 
skillful virtuosity to questions of virtue. He writes, “practitioners can become skilled 
producers as well as virtuous agents without having privileged access to the professional 
or moral codes, simply by perfecting their own movements” (Widlok 2012:195).  
I suggest that this reframed anthropological perspective of subject making and 
skill-virtuosity making aligns much better with Chinese temple realities to help us 
appreciate the phenomenon of cultivation lodging. The following section considers how 
Luminous Su – an ordinary cultivation lodger, as we have learned from her biographical 
notes –understands her services in the temple kitchen. Then I will further elaborate on 
how the narrative of cultivation lodging works here.   
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The Experiences of Cultivation Lodging 
Temple Kitchen Services: Whom does the Activity Produce? 
I met Luminous Su in Temple Zero’s kitchen. At the time, I had been doing 
fieldwork in Temple Commons as a resident researcher for two months, only to find 
myself wandering around the temple courtyards adrift without engaging in any “thick” 
relationships. Then I heard from a cultivation lodger that the branch temple’s public 
kitchen suffered from a serious personnel shortage. I decided that I should do things just 
like everyone else to gain moral footing in the temple public, so I volunteered to help in 
the kitchen during the personnel shortage. The services indeed gave me a different 
footing in temple life. However, I would have given it up perhaps in a day or two and left 
the temple – just like so many other occasional helpers – if I were not supported by an 
academic institutional incentive.  
In general, Chinese Buddhist temple kitchens have notoriously heavy workloads, 
feeding tens to hundreds of mouths daily. Casual temple-goers who help in the kitchen 
for half an hour might gain much self-satisfaction. Yet a functioning temple demands a 
functioning temple kitchen at all times. Only a few temples can afford a competitive 
salary to retain satisfactory paid cooks, who must get used to a vegan diet, abstain from 
alcohol, etc. to ensure ritual purity and maintain the temple’s upright reputation. On the 
basis of reliability and stability, the most typical kitchen figures are residential monastics, 
monastic probationers, and long-term cultivation lodgers, in addition to one or two paid 
cooks. Still, kitchen staffing, especially on ritual days, reflects a temple’s community 
mobilization capacity and style.  
  
172 
Good-hearted Wu, a village woman, had served Temple Zero’s kitchen for eight 
years as a paid cook even before it became the branch temple of Temple Commons. 
Good-hearted Wu started working there at her mother’s request because her mother 
dreamed of Guan-Yin Bodhisattva and believed that it was best for her daughter to serve 
the temple kitchen. The position was not bad. The salary was modest, but she could save 
more money compared to her village mates who went to cities as migrant workers. The 
temple was close to her marriage and natal villages, so she could take leave for domestic 
business promptly if needed. The Shifus were caring, unlike bossy employers. As a 
temple cook, Good-hearted Wu was reliable, flexible, diligent, and above all, honest and 
upright (meaning that she never stole from the temple or temple-goers). Unfortunately, 
Wu got into bitter quarrels with her new roommate, who was paid cleaning staff, over the 
use of electric fans in their shared temple dormitory. Neither could tolerate a shared life 
with the other person, and they quit the job together. After that, the resident monastics 
took over the kitchen tasks themselves. A local village spirit medium helped recruit 
several candidates for the position, but none of them was satisfactory. Good-hearted Wu 
continued to serve Temple Zero’s kitchen on a voluntary basis whenever she had time to 
give a hand at grand ritual gatherings on festive days.   
Before Luminous Su joined the kitchen services in Temple Zero during the 
personnel shortage period, I was already based in the kitchen and had seen two 
cultivation lodgers come and go. Luminous Su made the hillside trip from her Fishtown 
home a few days before the third and last Guan-Yin bodhisattva celebration day of the 
year (the nineteenth day of September in the Chinese lunar calendar). A couple of years 
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ago, Su had visited Temple Zero for the first time and was very touched by the 
cultivation commitment of the residential monastics. During that visit, she gave a wish-
vow that she would assist on the three Guan-Yin celebration days in Temple Zero every 
year. Her commitment was to contribute to the temple public by providing temple 
services on given days to ensure the temple’s functional stability when large gatherings 
were expected.  
Luminous Su did not know that the kitchen was short-handed. Learning this upon 
her arrival, she burst out and offered her assistance almost immediately, “Here I am! I’m 
taking care of the full month!” She actually stayed for a month and a half until other 
lodgers had filled the position (monastics had also been taking turns working in the 
kitchen every day). The stay was much longer than her original plan of helping on the 
Guan-Yin celebration day. When Su left, she gave the monastic temple accountant RMB 
350 (more than one fifth of her monthly pension of RMB 1500), specifically for her food 
and accommodations over the service-stay. This did not include other monetary 
contributions she had made for specific ritual events or general supporting purposes.  
Su was not a domestic or kitchen person when she was young. Growing up under 
the red flag, she had a job in the socialist state’s urban employment unit in a department 
store. Her husband did the cooking while the couple took turns washing the dishes. “I 
never expected I would dive into the kitchen and befriend the pots and scoops when I 
became old! How interesting!” Su laughed. Like other countryside temples, Temple Zero 
uses mud stoves and wood-fire on most occasions to reduce energy costs (with gas stoves 
being a supplement). Therefore, Su became a master of the mud stove in her late 50s.  
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Every single day, she arrived at the kitchen to set up the fire and boil the water at 
4:05 am so that water offerings on all altars in the temple could be ready by 4:30. Then 
she prepared for the ritualized breakfast at 6:00 am, after the residential community 
finished the morning chanting session. At 8:30, she took a one-hour break before she 
resumed preparation for the ritualized lunch at 11:30. In the afternoon, she took a two-
hour break before joining the ritual recitation session at 4:00 pm. During these breaks, Su 
either read the sutras or helped clean or prepare for receptions in the main hall. After the 
light dinner at 5:30, Su stayed in the kitchen until 8:00 pm to prepare for the next day and 
put everything in order. After chatting briefly with other cultivation lodgers in the dorm, 
Su went to bed around 9:00 and always fell asleep immediately. Day after day she was at 
ease as if she had always been in this functional position and would continue it like a 
regular “job.” 
I was very confused. The Shifus also took turns working in the kitchen. Obviously, 
I was the only lodger not being functional because the Shifus generously granted me 
guest status to do miscellaneous errands other than kitchen work, after I had served there 
for two weeks. Why would they not save trouble by hiring another cook so that Shifus 
and cultivation lodgers such as Su could save time for more “important” activities like 
rituals and studies? When Wu was employed to cook, her salary was RMB 1800 (USD 
270) a month. I wondered whether a fund could solve the personnel problem. To my 
surprise, Su thought in terms of an utterly different logic:  
“You haven’t got it at all! When specialized cooks come to the temple, they seek 
a job to get paid. Lots of problems! First of all, it’s waste. Cooking in temples is 
like nowhere else. You never know for sure how many people are going to have 
lunch in the temple the next day! Sometimes staggeringly large groups suddenly 
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show up; other times only a few individuals. Yet whatever the number, the temple 
kitchen must make sure everyone can eat. The average temple-goers never pay 
attention to this, let alone paid cooks. They prepare too much food and then pour 
away all the leftovers without a second thought! Situations in the city temples 
with many visitors are the same. You only saw the eating session and never 
observed how temples dealt with the waste. Restaurant-minded cooks only did 
their job – preparing the dishes; nothing more. When Shifus took the role, they 
calculated the number of eaters [based on experience]. If more people came, they 
made sure others would not be left starving. They took in leftovers and weren’t 
picky.   
 
Secondly, cooking implies rinsing the rice for each meal every day. The amount 
of rice we rinse at home is negligible compared to the rice consumed in temples. 
Have you ever noticed the rice left in the rinsing water? When an average person 
does it, the raw rice in the rinsing water could fill a whole bowl! Then – whoof-
whoof – all of it went directly down the drain! When you rinse rice at home, you 
think of how you have purchased everything out of your own pocket. You have 
the right to waste. The concept is different in the temples. Supporters from ten 
directions contributed the supplies. [As a temple-keeper, one’s obliged to] take 
good care of it! Have you paid attention to how Shifus rinse the rice? They are 
patient and thorough. They knock out the rice blocked in the sieve gently. You 
touch and feel the rinse water, and there is not a single grain of rice [being left out 
and to be thrown away]. Could you achieve this level of mindfulness?  
 
Third, when Shifus enter the kitchen, they continue the mode of cultivation. Their 
mind is concentrated; they do not get chatty. Average temple-goers enjoy chatting 
when their hands are busy because they think they are volunteering, not working. 
They laugh aloud over the funny parts. Dishes and bowls are sliding together and 
clattering bitterly like a symphony. Have you listened to the air when Shifus do 
the cooking? It is quiet because their movements are gentle. They accomplish 
everything swiftly, and it is the same workload! You are blind and deaf because 
the small details are invisible and silent unless you begin to take care of them. All 
actions have traces and leave consequences. Be aware of what you do.  
 
We come to the temple to do voluntary work and contribute our labor. The temple 
is the easiest place to plant the field of merit, and to generate karmic rewards most 
quickly. However, in the same way, it is the place where you lose your merits 
most quickly! Why? First, there are Buddhas. All the food you cook beyond 
everything else is to make offerings to the Buddhas. [One must ensure ritual 
purity.] Second, there is the sangha. This is the temple kitchen, not your house 
kitchen. Whenever you see a random person take over the scoop, let’s say 
“Amitabha!” [the common temple greeting] to them, and then run! When they 
waste the food [which is the contribution] from the ten directions, and you 
accompany them, you are also accountable. I am getting old, and a little selfish. I 
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do not want to join them in these avoidable deeds! It’s as if I wanted to earn only 
one cent for the ticket to enter the Pure Land [by performing the temple services], 
and yet I not only failed to earn the one tiny cent but even paid one extra dollar 
[because of inattentive and immoral deeds]! This is unwise!  
 
I am not treating you as an outsider. I tell you these things because you might 
understand if someone points it out to you. Then you may begin to pay attention 
to these things. However, I am really in a poor [unconvincing] position to make 
these comments at all! If there is a third person in the room, I would not say a 
word, even if you pushed me. Some people may misunderstand me [mistakenly 
thinking Su was putting forward a standard to judge others].  Grudges could 
secretly arise, for which my speech must be responsible. Cultivation is to correct 
your own conduct. You cannot impose the cultivation practitioner’s high service 
standard on anyone and everyone. Those who really understand it are reticent 
because they watch over themselves. The endlessly blah-blah-blah people do not 
get the point! I can only take good care of what I am supposed to do. You see I 
cannot rinse the rice as skillfully as the Shifus do. Fine, then instead I use a much 
smaller basin. I put in much less rice and much less water; do it more slowly and 
repeat it more times…. How do you know if you master the art of rinsing rice? 
Get no grain of rice in your rinsing water! Big ones, small ones, or broken pieces, 
whatsoever — not a single grain! Once I counted the number. There were four 
grains! You see, I’m not there yet….” 
 
When Luminous Su was about to leave for home to prepare for her next planned 
temple service trip elsewhere, I met with her at 9:30 am in the kitchen on her last day. Su 
was rinsing the rice thoroughly while I waited and watched her meditative movements. It 
did not take long. Then I counted the remaining rice in the rinsing water. “Five grains,” I 
cheered. Su swiftly held out her arm and touched a corner in the basin, “Look, another 
three grains! Eight grains! More work needed!” Luminous Su commented, yet with 
genuine satisfaction.  
“Volunteering” Kitchen Services in the Regime of Cultivation 
Many themes appear in Luminous Su’s comment – in fact, in her analysis – of the 
status of kitchen services in Buddhist temples. As a newcomer to the temple regime, I 
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conceived of the situation through the lens of labor supply, the shortage of which could 
have been solved through sufficient purchasing power, if not through effective 
mobilization of voluntary labor.  
However, Su dismissed my materialist reductionist understanding, immediately 
making a sharp distinction between a market-based exchange sphere and a temple regime 
of cultivation. A paid cook, according to her, has no more obligation than specialized 
work in exchange for monetary compensation in a purely contract-based employment 
relationship. The result is a lack of personal concern, careless of the fluid number of 
temple participants, or the temple properties that are contributions made by “[people from] 
ten directions” (shifang, a metonym for people coming from everywhere). In this account, 
it is noteworthy that what is problematic in the temple-scape is not so much paid work 
itself as a service provider’s lack of recognition of unlimited responsibility for a temple 
public. Committed to the paid work of cooking itself, paid cooks may disregard temple 
relationships and lose sight of other significances that define their work. By this standard, 
whether temple helpers receive monetary compensation or not, which is their key 
divergence from job-specific paid cooks (i.e., “volunteering, not working”), they could 
similarly miss the significance of performing temple services.  
While Su herself adopted the term “volunteering” (zuo yi gong), I must point out 
that the term has a multi-faceted genealogy in historical Chinese societies. In late socialist 
China, the “elaboration of volunteer norms occurs in a shifting institutional context, in 
which there are many limits to the formal organization but many possibilities for 
volunteer action” (Palmer and Ning 2017:2). In recent Buddhist developments in the 
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mainland, in some cases, esp. when the efforts of congregational Buddhist 
institutionalization initiatives are outstanding, the religious volunteer culture increasingly 
adapts to an industrialized philanthropy model aimed at building a coherent lay religious 
identity and in some ways similar to corporation management styles (Weller et al. 2017, 
Wu 2015). Meanwhile, spontaneous popular temple volunteerism centering on temple 
festival events continues to be noteworthy. Running temple events, through varied 
activities, produces a distinction between helpers and specialists and sustains a division 
of labor between them (Chau 2008; Kang 2009; Yue 2014). Particularly due to the rise of 
industrial or institutional norms and the co-presence of popular temple volunteerism, 
caution is needed in the case of Buddhist temples. This is especially true when the values 
of some volunteer activities are less articulated in organizational discourses and 
consequently are sidelined. 
Luminous Su and other cultivation practitioners who do “volunteer” work in 
temples are complicated figures who often perform the role of specialists, yet without 
assuming the authority entailed by a specialist identity. As I have discussed, the 
ontological premise for cultivation in Chinese religious traditions is the idea of a common 
human capacity for perfection through cultivation practices. Therefore, whereas Chinese 
temple-based Buddhist monastics and non-monastics do maintain a division of labor in 
practice, there is no doctrinal or essentialist hierarchical divide between monastic 
specialists and average participants.   
On the one hand, cultivation practitioners – as well as monastics – are found 
performing the menial, day-to-day functional tasks of temple routines, ranging from 
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cooking, cleaning, gardening, guarding contribution boxes, counting cash and coins from 
contribution boxes, reception, book-keeping, website maintenance, etc. On the other hand, 
cultivation practitioners who do “volunteering” engage extensively in ritual activities of 
all kinds, assuming we adopt an enlarged understanding of ritual as I discussed in the 
introduction. They set up ritual objects and instruments (candles, mats, microphones, 
purified water, incense, food offerings, etc.) at the right place and time to maintain the 
propriety of things and proceedings. They administer certain public rituals such as daily 
offerings, or the ritual of writing deliverance or blessing tablets, which ensure critical 
renewal and revisions of sacred ties.93 In many ritual situations, such as the daily chanting 
services or other common ritual assemblies, veteran “average participants” can be the 
major enactors of the ritual spectacles in temples. Especially in many small temples 
where the number of monastic specialists is limited, they often assume the role of playing 
ritual instruments and leading chant. What’s more, within the individual halls in the 
temple courtyards, cultivation practitioners and lodgers handle reception of visitors while 
cleaning the floor. In this way, they often serve as guides for religious newcomers and the 
public. The dynamic interpretive scene of lottery divination poetry that I described in the 
last chapter also takes place here. In short, cultivation practitioners and lodgers perform 
complicated temple services that go beyond standard theories of religious division of 
labor.  
The complexity of the voluntary services provided by temple visitors or 
cultivation practitioners is particularly clear when we consider the “full-time volunteers” 
                                                        
93 On the ritual of writing tablets for occasional temple goers, see Shen, manuscript.  
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who become lodgers and incur costs of living. The unwritten convention that lodgers 
reimburse the temple public for board and accommodation incurred during their 
voluntary services is a matter of “as you will” (sui xi) in terms of amount. Peer lodgers 
typically articulate this as a matter of courtesy and explain it according to their various 
understandings. Just as in the case of the idiom of “cultivation,” their theories/rationales 
are multifarious and interchangeable. Some refer to a principle of conscience; some 
believe in miraculous retribution; some lean on a Buddhist theory of causes and 
consequences (yinguo), etc. Meanwhile, monastic residents themselves carefully 
distinguish their personal consumption from public use of temples’ collective/public 
property (changzhu) and compensate the temple public for what they have consumed in 
small or “as-you-will” monetary amounts. Among many theories simultaneously at work, 
one rationale regulating monastic conduct does not have general moral or public 
implications; that is, the monastic precept excluding non-monastic observances. Thus, 
monastic residents typically refrain from commenting on lay conduct to avoid confusing 
their precept-specific accountability with public accountability for taking care of a temple. 
Luminous Su once explained the latter in this way:  
 
“To serve in the temples (zai miao li zuo shi) has certain requirements and 
conditions. The basic standard is you must be normal, capable of taking care of 
yourself.  The temple is neither a nursing house (yang-lao-yuan) nor a rest home 
(liao-yang-yuan). The nursing homes (an-yang-yuan) are a separate institution. A 
temple is not a place to enjoy being treated. You cannot afford the mere 
consumption of merits. The temple kitchen is where you accumulate merits most 
quickly [because of the intensity of labor and the demands of care and dedication]. 
But if you are careless, it is the place which costs [your savings of] merits 
immediately.” 
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The scenario of costing and losing merits through immoral and careless deeds is 
central to how cultivation lodgers think of their “volunteering activities.” Numerous 
scholars have shown how a narrative of gaining merit serves to establish a Buddhist 
support network. In my fieldwork, the pursuit of merit through tangible contributions, 
moral deeds, and ritual actions does provide a major discourse that underlies volunteering 
activities and encourages free-floating lodgers to perform temple services regularly. 
However, always present is a twin narrative admonishing against the careless spending of 
merits. Thus, surprisingly, performing services voluntarily – without payment – does not 
itself guarantee the accumulation of merits. Rather, the same lodgers who believe in 
merits also believe in the high odds of losing one’s saved merits through acts that 
otherwise would have produced merit, if they carry out those acts carelessly. Among 
monastics and lodgers alike, it is striking to note the overwhelming concern about failing 
to live up to the high standard of temple services; a concern that could demand infinite 
care. A perfectionist sentiment often expresses this concern, as we saw when Luminous 
Su counted bit by bit the remaining rice in the rice-rinsing water in the vast temple pot, or 
how she happily embraced “whatever needs to be done” with a dedicated attitude.  
 
Practice Care and Practice Mastery 
Luminous Su considers the monastic Shifus as her role models, capable of 
performing services with noteworthy embodied skill or virtuosity. At the same time, it is 
publicly recognized that monastics or other kinds of Shifus master cultivation virtuosity 
precisely because of their continued practice. Whether or not every individual who 
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embraces a monastic trajectory demonstrates a high level of practice mastery at a 
particular moment is not the point here, because the same discourse applies among the 
monastics who would recognize other monastics and, very often, cultivation lodgers like 
Luminous Su, for their demonstration of remarkable practice mastery.  
In both situations, there is a practice relationship emerging between less skillful 
and more skillful cultivation practitioners. We may consider it a working relationship 
based on a dual conception of the body. According to Zito – an anthropologist who 
previously explored how ritual practices form the individual bodies of Chinese emperors 
into an emperor’s body proper – the human body is both a site of religious mediation and 
a sign of religious representation (Zito 1997, 2011). Chang further elaborates on the idea, 
suggesting that sangha members, i.e., members of the monastic community, “in abiding 
by the vinaya [precepts of conducts],…labor to produce their own bodies as expressing 
and making visible, or signifying, the Dharma to themselves and others” (Chang 
2014:83). My discussion is not aimed at the production of perfect bodies discussed in 
Zito’s and Chang’s ethnography. Nonetheless, we can observe that those bodies – or, to 
be sure, the bodily movements of concrete practice activities – of the relatively more 
skillful cultivation practitioners serve precisely as signs of the possibility of better 
mastery and approaching perfection. These signifier actors – role models – tend to be 
long-term cultivation lodgers, or monastic practitioners who allegedly embraced total 
practice discipline in their life routines. Meanwhile, both skillful cultivation practitioners 
and less skillful cultivation practitioners – usually casual temple-goers, short-term 
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cultivation lodgers, or new monastic practitioners – must continuously work on their 
body as a site of performative attunement.   
In other words, it is in the common temple practice realms that more skillful or 
less skillful practitioners become interactive partners in the regime of cultivation. As 
discussed earlier in this chapter, this regime of self-improvement and self-perfection is of 
great public significance in the formation of Chinese selves and traditions. The 
peculiarity of temples lies in that temples provide spaces for meetings between 
individuals who carry diverse skills and varying degrees of virtuosity. This allows the 
temple-based practice relationships of the signifier bodies to serve as nearby reference 
points and mediate the formation of diverse practitioners, who, in Su’s word, “correct 
one’s own conduct”. In this way, the idea and fulfillment of lodging provide a tangible 
environmental condition while the idiom of cultivation organizes both so-called 
functional activities and rituals.  
Perfection requires time and a prolonged period of practice. Perfection demands 
complete continuity of practices. The former is almost universally appealing to Chinese 
temple-goers. The latter deters most of them. Cultivation lodging thrives in between. The 
length of a particular cultivation-lodging period varies in personal cases, ranging from a 
weekend to a few years. When logistic activities of cooking, cleaning, sharing life with 
strangers, and attending to all sorts of circumstances in the temple-scape overlap with 
those in one’s mainstream life sphere, cultivation practitioners speak highly of how their 
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everyday life is transformed by their embodied skills. 94  Over time, cultivation 
practitioners re-visit temples and serve as lodgers anew. The circuity of periodic temple 
lodging thus is seen as renewal of cultivation-practice-based self-improvement embedded 
in the practice relationships of mutual signification and mutual support.  
To make time for the continuity of temple practice relationships can be a struggle 
for some lodgers. Helena, a 32-year-old dormitory mate of mine, had been working for 
four years in temple All-Inclusive as one of very few paid office employees, in charge of 
printing materials. She previously worked in an automobile company in Shanghai and 
was proud of her independence. Despite her carefree character, Helena was troubled by 
the question of whether “to leave or to stay” from time to time, mostly when her sense of 
filial piety around the care of the elderly in her close-knit extensive family emerged more 
strongly. She said,  
I had poured out so many tears – hiding myself in the toilet and crying bitterly. 
For the little income; for the work environment that is completely unprofessional; 
for so many things! I have stayed only because I am convinced by Shifu 
Grandiose; my role model. I have promised her and wish-vowed that I will stay 
and see through this [temple-building] project. I have aspired to become an 
excellent cultivation-practitioner! However, I am no longer young. I have no 
interest in going monastic. Then why should I stay [in the temple]? You know my 
wage is really low here (RMB 1600, not covering a token amount of lodging 
expenses). I have tightened my belt and begrudged spending money on clothes. I 
no longer hang around with most of my old friends and acquaintances. Yet when I 
occasionally hang out with just a few of them, how could I always have them treat 
me? [Note: Helena was an extremely generous person].  I could have led an easy 
life, couldn’t I? Being the only child, I could have lived the life of a princess. Yet 
honestly, that comfortable lifestyle – like my cousins’ – is not what I want. Shifu 
has made a precious grand wish-vow [of building a pure-land for everyone]. I 
must do what I can help.  
 
                                                        
94 In temple-based summer camp settings, young adult participants and parents of teenager participants tend 
to report improvement of everyday life skills as the most noticeable change produced by temple immersion. 
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Four years in a single temple is quite a sign of dedication. Even monastic lodgers 
might travel and re-settle in other temples after a while, as in the Chinese Buddhist 
itinerant monastic tradition. Non-monastics who are not expected to dedicate to a temple-
based life choose to change their temple environments much more frequently. I was 
surprised to find myself regarded as a sort of “temple native” when my luxury of time 
allowed me to observe people (including monastics) move in and out of the residential 
temple after only a few months, and to see the back-and-forth attitudes of those who did 
stay for a much longer time.  
The term of cultivation lodging is limited, however elastic the period may be. One 
could end up living in a temple for over a year even if initially the plan was to serve for 
only a day. Luminous Su demonstrated noticeable cultivation virtuosity. She was an 
autonomous agent free of kin obligations, thanks to her daughter-in-law who did not 
make the customary moral claim on grandparents for babysitting in a professional society 
where women join full-time labor force outside the domestic sphere. Su was modestly 
financially independent, thanks to her previous employment in the socialist department 
store that granted her state pension.  Given her situation, many temple and monastic 
acquaintances in different residential temple communities had suggested that a monastic 
path could greatly further Su’s cultivation. However, for Su,  
“Honestly, I can’t let go of [the comfort of] my house. I have five rooms for 
myself.  I travel outside [i.e. away from home] a lot. However, I rush home when 
I am near exhaustion. Then I light incense and begin to read aloud the sutra, the 
first one I learned [from the hospitalized Chinese teacher] and my favorite, the 
Golden Light Sutra [note: the sutra tells many miracles]. Reading aloud even one 
chapter, it is as if the heavenly dignitaries all come together and enliven my every 
cell.”  
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Luminous Su makes a case for her need not to be completely subsumed by the 
temple practice relationships. Nonetheless, she continues to re-visit temples and serve 
there as if she might continue for a lifetime. Helena behaved similarly. Eventually, she 
had left the temple after my fieldwork year ended. She was back in her white-collar 
professional job, but this time in her hometown so that she could take care of the 
everyday health of her aging parents. Yet she continued to contribute many work hours 
online voluntarily in service of temple communities. Good-Hearted Wu did the same. She 
had quit the temple cook job long ago, but to this day, you may find her in the temple 
kitchen as a cultivation practitioner on festive days in Temple Zero.  
 
Conclusion Remarks 
Throughout this dissertation, one empirical goal is to show how residential 
Buddhist temples turn out to be a common arena of attraction in a complex society in the 
absence of a singular discursive and disciplinary regime. Remarkably, residential temples 
simultaneously accommodate individuals who make use of temple spaces for diverse 
practices. Such individuals – as citizens of a modern state – have varying socio-economic 
backgrounds and often hold conflicting religious understandings. Their common temple 
encounters are my object of observation and analysis. This focus prevented me from 
drawing on a prescriptively coherent religious system of meanings to account for the 
ideas and practices of temple services. It also pushes me to acknowledge the insufficiency 
of adopting an institutional paradigm either explicitly or implicitly to account for the 
prominent temple services phenomenon; namely, the narratives that describe it as “lay” 
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people “volunteering” in an organized religious field and formulating an unanimous 
religious identity under the leadership of a unified religious authority. Discussions of 
some of these false assumptions are detailed in the chapter.  
What I offer instead is a narrative of cultivation lodging, building on the popular 
idiom of cultivation (xiuxing, which is not a specifically Buddhist term) that is invoked 
wherever we find a voluntary logistics service provider in contemporary Chinese 
Buddhist temple-scapes. Historians of cultural-political thoughts such as Duara (2015) 
deem that discursive fusion/interpolation maintains the long-standing social relevance 
and vitality of ideas in Asia – especially in China (also see Duara 2003; Hymns 2002; 
Shen 2015). If we accept this historical observation as a useful cultural insight, we may 
surmise on similar ground that the historical circulation of the idiom of self-cultivation 
through various traditions of knowledge (in Barth’s idiom) and in various spheres of life 
has predisposed Chinese temple-goers in a specific way before they encounter the 
cultivation narratives in contemporary Chinese Buddhist temple-scapes. As an 
ethnographer working with contemporary empirical materials, I nonetheless ventured to 
provide an analytic-historical narrative to elaborate on a cultural-historical situation in 
which Chinese temple-goers are immersed, and to counteract our contemporary Anglo-
American predisposition to see “religious settings” as independent of other spheres of life 
and from more diffusive traditions of learning. However, to be sure, such historical 
narratives serve to re-construct different kinds of discursive universes and interpretive 
circumstances that Chinese temple-goers may have in mind when they pick up the idiom 
of “cultivation” in Buddhist temple-scapes. As in Weber’s historical treatises, the analytic 
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reconstruction is heuristic and not to be mistaken with a causal argument (Weber 2002; 
Bendix 1998:85-90).   
 What I do hope to have illustrated with ethnographic materials is how the 
residential temple-scape creates a tangible social space for the popular idiom of 
cultivation to develop into an elastic, powerful social discourse in post-revolutionary 
China. While the idea of cultivation indexes a shared cultural horizon in a Chinese life, 
the contemporary existence of a residency-based semi-public life crucially provided a 
concrete setting for the idea, not only in practice, but also in practice relationships that 
one shares with others in entangled lives. As we find in contemporary Chinese Buddhist 
temple-scapes, the generic idiom of cultivation sets the scene for Buddhist-temple-based 
residential services. Concerning this way of life that we may think to be most religiously 
institutionalized (i.e. living day and night in a residential temple and interacting closely 
with monastic figures), empirically we are ready to find autonomous (albeit amorphous 
and porous) self-fashioning narratives co-existing with one another.  
The fact that the cultivation narrative focuses on self-fashioning implies that 
ultimately, it focuses on every cultivation lodger’s own emergent state of self; a state that 
is incommensurable with other cultivation practitioners’ emergent states of self.  We saw 
this in Luminous Su’s reluctance to comment on other people’s cultivation practices; an 
outstanding theme in many temple lodger’s accounts. This self-orientation of a shared 
discursive idiom provides a unique ground for Chinese temple-goers to “sidestep” much 
more rigid constructions of religious identity, even when they embrace a residential 
program in a pseudo-monastic manner.  
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Such constructions of religious identity include what our modern-day 
confessional religious identities entail, but more importantly, they include a religious 
identity as reckoned by the late socialist state. As we discussed in the Introduction, the 
Chinese party-state authorities specifically identify Buddhist monastics who wear 
distinctive ritual markers to be default representatives of a Buddhist religion (zongjiao) in 
the state’s officially recognized sphere of religion-zongjiao. Corresponding to state 
authorities’ effort to definitively separate political-public and religious activities, the state 
has been interested in defining and monitoring proper monastic conduct wherever the 
boundary between a public order and a semi-public (a.k.a. semi-private) sphere becomes 
threateningly ambiguous. Considering this, cultivation lodging activities along with the 
loose horizon of shared meanings they entail have been indispensable in allowing diverse 
Chinese citizens to improve themselves (uniquely in each case) through communally 
sustained practices, but in a practically flexible way. 
Furthermore, the self-fashioning orientation of cultivation lodging in a communal 
environment points to a practical way of creating temple authorities (i.e., those who gain 
moral credits from others ready to grant such credit) through practice demonstration 
rather than through institutionally privileged interpretation of doctrines. Practical 
doings/performances are productive and self-changing, suggesting again the validity of a 
ritual attunement approach to thinking about religion-relevant phenomena.  
In short, everything in the temple-scape starts with the practice, which is what 
produces the cultivated self. By lodging in temples, cultivation lodgers contribute their 
time, energy, labor, and care on a reliable, day-to-day, voluntary basis while they take 
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care to discipline themselves to reimburse the temple public for food and accommodation 
expenses incurred during their service-providing stay. As we consider the relationship 
between itinerant cultivation lodgers and state-recognized Buddhist temple spaces in late 
socialist China, we see that temple spaces cultivate sensibilities that sidestep the socialist 
secularist discourses marking the religious as the marginal.  
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CHAPTER FIVE SIDESTEPPING SECULARISM IN CHINA TODAY 
For in the pillared dark 
Thrush music went- 
Almost like a call to come in 
To the dark and lament 
 
But no, I was out for stars, 
I would not come in 
I meant not even if asked, 
And I hadn’t been. 
Robert Frost, Come in (1942) 
 
 
Opposing views of “A Moment in History” 
A Stream of Conversation with Colleagues “Out in the World” 
In the spring of 2018, almost a year after I was “back from the field,” I sat 
together with Venerable Knowledge and a Buddhologist friend in a Chinese restaurant 
near a secular-liberal North American university. As I had started to write up the thesis, it 
became clear to me that I was telling a story of temple participation from the perspective 
of generic modern temple-goers. Increasingly, I wondered about the divergence between 
my ethnographic stance in focusing on these unremarkable temple-goers, and other 
perspectives that tend more towards modernist institution-building.  
It was a familiar anxiety, one that had saturated the earliest stages of my 
fieldwork. As an institutional other – that is, a non-Buddhist academic visiting from and 
working for an institution privileging itself as a powerhouse of universal knowledge, 
initially, I was placed at the periphery of a Buddhist College that had grown out of the 
temple-scape of Temple Commons. In China, state-licensed Buddhist Colleges are 
modeled after our modern-day universities to formalize the full-time/monastic Buddhist 
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education, and are obliged to perform under the scrutiny of a secular universal education 
system. Although it was not my intention to reinforce that secular-mainstream gaze, my 
presence was embedded in the impersonal competition between complex forms of 
institutional authority in a predominantly secular regime. 
During the course of long-term fieldwork, my initial anxiety dissolved after I 
revised my position to the non-institutional status shared by many temple-goers. However, 
the felt tension strongly re-emerged when I reverted to an unambiguously professional 
position. To the extent that preparing and submitting a dissertation was an institutional 
practice embedded in broader disciplinary spaces, I was not sure whether my partial 
representation of a shared field of actions – that is, temples as religious activities venues 
in China – could responsibly acknowledge the voices and public images of other 
interested parties. In particular, I have in mind the voices and public images of 
contemporary Buddhist monastics who also share temple spaces and whose institutional 
position are quite fragile within modern/modernized Chinese state spaces.  
While I contemplated these issues, a Buddhologist friend of mine suggested that it 
might be helpful to talk with an academic colleague of hers, a Mahayana Buddhist nun; a 
temple-occupant and, like us, a citizen of mainland China. So occurred our dinner in New 
England in the late 2010s. The Venerable was in her early thirties and preparing 
applications to a doctorate program in Religious Studies. As we shared our meal, I 
introduced her to my dissertation project chapter by chapter – namely, the significances 
of the temple practices of giving wish-vows, performing lottery divination, cultivation 
lodging, and – as was then included – attending temple-stay summer camps.  
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A few months later, during the summer, I also recapped what I had organized into 
a sequence of chapters to my temple interlocutors from earlier fieldwork, especially to 
those who held temple-management positions in one way or another and had some 
familiarity with academic writing. Within all these conversations, almost uniformly, I 
was met with a frowning, confused reaction at my attention to the issue of lottery 
divination; the same reaction I had received from Ven. Knowledge. “Why divination?” I 
was asked again and again. As you may recall, in Chapter 3, a treatise on temple 
religiosity set in the sites of Buddhist temples in China, I described lottery divination as 
one of many co-existing performance frames providing diverse temple-goers with a 
peculiar opportunity to form a sense of agency and self-understanding. Obviously, this 
analysis was questionable in the eyes of certain temple actors while Venerable 
Knowledge explicated the opposing reason most elaborately.  
Sitting straight in her well-pressed, camel-colored robe in the basement Chinese 
restaurant in New England, Venerable Knowledge frowned and cautioned me, 
“The preferred idiom we use to categorize sticks-divination is ‘folk 
customs’ (minsu). It [the divination activity] carries a mark of superstition 
(you dian he mixin hun zai yiqi de) and it is not to be confused at all with 
Buddhist practices (fojiao de xiuxing).” The Ven. introduced a distinction. 
“Those Buddhists moving towards more ‘righteous’ kinds (bijiao zheng de 
fojiao) generally do not encourage divinatory practices. Do you 
understand?” 
 
 Speaking of Buddhism, the Venerable was most likely concerned that my lack of 
differentiation could distract readers from focusing on the making of what she considers a 
perfect Buddhist subject and misleadingly lead readers towards more heterogeneous 
becomings. As an instrument, the divinatory lottery sticks can be incorporated into many 
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activities by a wide range of religious specialists ranging from spirit mediums to street 
diviners to temple clerics, to help establish specialist-client relationships or other 
relationships of attachment. When we turn to Buddhist canonical and exegetical literature, 
divinatory engagement of the latter kind belongs to a broader category of “worldly arts” 
(Pali: tiracchāna vijjā ). Specifically concerning the intent of Buddhist monks seeking to 
make a living through the “worldly arts,” scriptural references criticize divinatory 
engagement as a “wrong means of livelihood (Pali: micchajiva)” (Fiordalis 2014). In this 
regard, Ven. Knowledge’s insistence on distinguishing divinatory practices from proper 
“Buddhist practices” may fix one’s attention on strictly Buddhist principles, in the hope 
of forming righteous Buddhist subjects and fulfilling the ideal of practice perfection. 
 On the face of it, this exchange showed the tension between an empirical 
approach and a normative approach to behaviors, even though from the perspective of the 
performance and ritual attunement approach taken by this dissertation, the empirical and 
the normative are mutually implicated and indivisible from one another. What troubled 
me much more in Ven. Knowledge’s reaction was the cliché invocation of the “mark of 
superstition” and a smoothly attributed affinity between that mark and the substitutive 
category of “folk customs.” In the late socialist regime and in a new era of global politics 
of national cultures, the term “folk customs” is a newly popularized neutral category to 
refer to the living practices of the country’s population; especially those practices that are 
rooted in memories of a pre-revolutionary and non-socialist past. A sort of eulogy, the 
idiom “folk custom” gains currency by serving a nativist discourse of national cultural 
heritage and by eclipsing the more morally charged notion of superstitions (mixin). Still, 
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under the veil of neutrality and recognition, what falls under the umbrella of “folk 
customs” carries a “mark of superstition” that can be hardly dispelled.  
Where does that frown-making mark come from? From an anthropological 
perspective, the lingering suspicion against “superstitions” and against some potentially 
superstitious “folk customs” by the standard of the “properly” religious is likely the 
product of a modernist bias; not far from the lingering suspicion against the potentially 
anachronistic “religions” by the standard of the “properly” secular.  
Admittedly, the “mark of superstition” is not necessarily of modern origin. After 
all, Confucian and Buddhist apologists had been using native categories of rationality to 
fuel moral discourses and distinguish debased superstition/magic (seen as too utilitarian 
or too supernatural) from lofty idealist pursuits. This pre-history was rich and well-
recorded way earlier than the Chinese encounters with European missionaries (starting in 
the early sixteenth century), or those encounters with the state-carriers of modernity in 
the West and East (in the case of Japan, or Russia) over the late nineteenth and early 
twentieth century.95 Nonetheless, both terms – “folk customs” and “superstition” – carry 
a particular genealogy rooted in a modernist history (c.f. Chapter 1, n 8), especially when 
they are used in tandem to define their definitively rational opposite, such as a properly-
viewed Buddhism. In this regard, the discriminating social practice of divorcing Buddhist 
                                                        
95 Given that Confucian apologists tended to hold political powers in one way or another, the attack was 
more about establishing orthopraxy and hetero-praxy (For a series of debates on orthopraxy in Chinese 
religions and politics, see Katz 2007; Meir and Weller 1996; Sutton 2007; Szonyi 2007; Watson 1985, etc.) 
For Buddhist apologists, their stylistic narrative focused on portraying the vernacular gods (believed in by 
“unenlightened” locals) as converts to the Buddhist way (Overmyer 1976).   
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rationalities not only from “superstition” but also from “folk customs” reveals a 
contemporary, modernist impulse to mark and reject what is not acceptably “modern.”  
In the midst of writing a thesis, my hope for meeting with Ven. Knowledge was 
the possibility of a conversation that might help clarify the public significance of the 
alternative meaningful terms I heard among my temple-going interlocutors, including 
divination practitioners. Thus, in defense of a revised empirical approach to popular 
behaviors (so-called “folk customs”), I responded to the Ven.’s idealist correction. I 
explained that an anthropological engagement concerns the historical ways in which the 
ordinary people in contemporary China relate to an ensemble of constructions of 
Buddhism. Speaking of the present time, I argued, 
“Temples are still the major setting in which Buddhism is socio-spatially 
located in China. As a ‘convenient channel’ (fangbian famen), the do-it-
yourself divinatory practices – when admitted in Buddhist temples – 
mostly help introduce temple-goers to Buddhist understandings and, at the 
same time, connect Temple Buddhism to the wider society. Temples 
enable an environment from which an Accessible Buddhism in 
contemporary China cannot afford to stand apart.” 
 
My attempt was to shift our focus to a particular historical moment and to 
emphasize the synchronic congruity between divinatory practices and temple 
developments, and between temple developments and potential Buddhist prosperity. 
However, the argument was not accepted. (In retrospect, it did look like a functionalist 
argument.) This time, to my surprise, Ven. Knowledge responded by similarly 
considering the situation as a moment in history. She commented,  
“How much do you appreciate the history of Chinese Buddhism dating 
back from the late Qing [i.e., late nineteenth century] to the early 
Republican period [the early 1920s] and its further developments [starting 
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from there]? In the past, Buddhism in late imperial China was declining 
until Venerable Taixu (1890-1947), and other virtuous dignitaries (dade) 
initiated the modernization reforms. This set the trajectory of Buddhism in 
the right direction… 
 
You and I do not share the same position, so I cannot accept your 
argument however you phrase it. Those phenomena you talked about do 
exist. However, they are just moments in history. Precisely because 
Buddhism’s faces are changing, these phenomena are what we [the 
Buddhists who commit to the righteous way] would like to provide 
antidotes to (duizhi, Skt: pratipakṣa) in order to bring about [beneficial] 
changes. We do not endorse the [lottery] sticks divination.  
 
It is easy for you to invoke the [Buddhist] concept of “convenience” 
(fangbian, upaya), but I disagree with your use of this term. As you 
inscribe these passing moments and make them public knowledge, you are 
justifying their presence. That is just annoying... Many scholars are 
agnostic and fail to recognize truth. That’s why I am determined to pursue 
a Ph.D. degree [through a project in Buddhist philosophy and 
epistemology] here [at a prestigious research university]. [Agnostic] 
scholars should not be the only ones talking.”  
 
As it turned out, albeit using different expressions, a modern historical 
consciousness (c.f. Koselleck 2004) had similarly transformed how Ven. Knowledge and 
I understood the socio-historical trajectory of Chinese Buddhism. Both of us recognized 
modernity as a historical project and as a key existential reference; both said something 
about a world “as it is”; and both picked up an implicit understanding of the contour of 
the past and a mirage of possible future(s). In light of this, in fact, the deep disagreement 
between the Ven. and myself lay not so much in whether Buddhist rationalities and 
divinatory activities were commensurate or not (and much less in the false question of 
whether an empirical attitude or a normative attitude to “folk” religious behaviors is more 
credible). Rather, the crux lies in where to place the activities that carry a “mark of 
superstition” in contemporary time, and in how to evaluate the stakes and promises of a 
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historical Buddhism pertaining to the contemporary futures – to borrow Koselleck’s 
“futures past” (ibid.).  
This was a crucial difference regarding the “future” that both Ven. Knowledge 
and I were concerned, even though both of us were talking about a “present moment in 
history.” As an anthropologist of religion, I was searching for possible sites where our 
secular-modernist futures may be reconfigured “empirically” (that is, reconfigured on the 
level at which people, rather than pure ideals, live their lives). Hence, in present-day 
divinatory activities, I noted a picture of enriched social lives in China, a country where 
the Buddhist temple-scapes had adapted to human activities in an inclusive manner. In 
contrast, Ven. Knowledge saw a promising future for Buddhism in a time of religious 
modernity; a time made possible by the virtuosi who lived at particular moments in 
history and were committed to modernizing themselves and others (such as Taixu, who 
lived during the transitional periods between late imperial China and early modern China, 
in the example given by the Ven.). Thus, she concluded that the “passing moments” of 
divinatory practices do not necessarily deserve a future in the light of the possible 
fulfillment of religious modernity; and, accordingly, that they likely do not deserve a 
place in the repository of “public knowledge” (rang dajia dou zhidao – to make a public 
audience aware of something).  
Ven. Knowledge and I continued to talk, despite our conflicting understanding of 
the present moment in modern history. The Venerable was by no means uninterested in 
the “empirical” knowledge in which we ethnographers claimed to specialize. After 
hearing about each Chapter, she commented, “I was a salesperson and worked on market 
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surveys before I committed to Monastic Buddhism. Your project can help us [monastic 
Buddhists] better understand our current audiences.” Then she raised an empirical-
historical inquiry herself,  
“Do you also pay attention to policy changes? What do you think about 
President Xi’s positive mention of Buddhism at the UNESCO 
headquarters [in 2014]? Does it suggest any change of the broader 
environments (da huanjing) [that condition the future of Buddhism]?”96  
 
It seems that, in the realm of global politics of states and religions, an agnostic 
ethnographer and a committed religious professional may finally find converging ground 
to open up – rather than to wind up – more conversations. Yet the converging ground, if 
any, may be shaky, as seen in an irony of Ven. Knowledge’s acknowledging that policy 
and political conditions may be a more general “environment” (huanjing) conditioning 
the status of Buddhism.  
The irony is this: although Ven. Knowledge and other modern-educated Chinese 
Buddhist monastics are accustomed to refer to a fin-de-siècle history of Buddhist 
Modernism to account for the relevance of a “righteous Buddhism” in contemporary 
times and an ongoing modern future, this modernist retelling of Chinese Buddhism is 
rarely featured in the late socialist state’s picture of Buddhism in History. Instead, the late 
socialist state’s story of a historical Buddhism highlights a Sinicized Buddhism, which 
                                                        
96 The event that Ven. Knowledge was referring to took place two years after the world’s largest socialist 
regime succeeded in a transition of leadership power in 2012. At the time, Xi, then newly heading the 
Chinese Communist Party echelon, called for the pursuit of a “China Dream” (zhongguo meng) on an 
international stage. It had also been more than a decade since China became a member of the World Trade 
Organization and since the “American Dream” has converted much of the country to a belief in private 
wealth and consumption. Meanwhile, although the Chinese communist regime strives to play liberal 
cosmopolitan politics abroad, the spiritual outlook of the Chinese population in the “Socialist Spiritual 
Civilization” (shehui zhuyi jingshen wenming) remains very much a top-down political engineering project.  
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has had definitively sinicized since as early as the early medieval period. In a sense, this 
Sinicized Buddhism is a relic from the remote past that testifies to the longevity of the 
Sinic regimes where the late socialist state authorities in China nowadays find their 
predecessors.  
Along these lines, from the party-state’s point of view, the present moment of 
Buddhism in China remains dubious and problematic. It calls for a state-led 
modernization project of the relic-like Sinic Buddhism that could powerfully overwrite 
the parallel modernization project envisioned by self-identified modernist Buddhists such 
as Ven. Knowledge. As much as divinatory activities in a Buddhist temple-scape appear 
to be just “passing moments” and might be corrected (over time) in the light of a 
Buddhist religious modernity, properly Buddhist activities in the eyes of self-identified 
modernist Buddhists appear no less precarious and needing correction in a larger 
modernist territory where the late socialist party-state claims a higher authority. By a 
cruel irony, at the very time when self-identified modernist Buddhists have embraced the 
idioms of modernity and modernization for the sake of pursuing a promising future for 
historical Chinese Buddhism, the same concepts of modernity-xiandai and 
modernization-xiandaihua may have become the shackles binding them to an ancient 
Sinic past. The shackles may be made of paper; yet unless the paper terms are negated 
and re-negotiated, the paper shackles are as indestructible as words – empty but draining 
of life.  
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Story-telling and History-telling: Anthropological Conversations in the Present 
Rethinking these paper shackles is the dedicated theme of the concluding chapter 
of this dissertation’s ethnographic exercise.  It is an attempt to carry on and deepen real-
life conversations surrounding an indeterminate “present moment” in history; 
conversations like the ones I had with Ven. Knowledge or Peter (Chapter 3, pp. 98), who 
similarly worried that a public recognition of active divinatory activities in a licensed 
Buddhist temple would undermine the legitimacy of either the venue or Buddhism itself. 
In the People’s Republic in the late 2010s, so many self-identified modern temple-goers 
had devoted time and energy to chat about how concepts of modernity and what they 
encountered in the Buddhist temple-scapes related to one another. These conversations 
were piecemeal but nonetheless pervasive. I was often called to those conversations 
because I was treated as a member of a university institution known for its privileged 
access to universal knowledge and for its secular, scientific biases, and as a traveler from 
the United States, a country known for its development and modernity and for its 
comparability to China’s “recent developments” (zuijin de fazhan). In short, the intention 
of the chapter is to carry on those conversations “in the field” in which ethnographers are 
accepted as interlocutors because, as university-based academics from a broader world, 
they are assumed to have something trustworthy to say about the modern.  
The world in which we live now is fundamentally different from the one that our 
disciplinary ancestors experienced in the late 19th and early 20th centuries, from the 
vantage point of the Western centers in their interconnected worlds. Nowadays, debates 
and conversations surrounding grand historical-theoretical categories (like the idiom of 
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“the modern,” “the civilized” or “the historical”) are no longer exclusively “Western” 
activities; rather, they have incited our “ethnographic” interlocutors to do things and to 
speak in certain ways in their daily lives “out there” away from the Western centers (c.f. 
Trouillot 2016). As an exercise, this dissertation has acknowledged many kinds of 
conversations, which an ethnographer might have in public life, to be essential to forming 
anthropological conversations (rather than bracketing them into a lab-like “field” 
elsewhere and subordinating them to anthropologists-only professional talks). To do this 
is to acknowledge that our fieldwork interlocutors are “interlocutors” (rather than 
informants for a data scientist) because they are speakers who not only tell their stories 
and concerns but also tell their stories and concerns to us even where they see the persona 
of a scholar. In acknowledging this intertwined existence, we can no longer confine our 
ethnographic writings representing these interlocutors’ story-telling to the comfort of the 
small, the concrete, the particular and the non-discursive without ever setting foot in the 
predefined and cumbersome terminologies by which we and our “ethnographic” 
interlocutors talk about the present moment. In short, in a time when our lives are 
implicated in one another’s, anthropologists must be prepared to deal with story-telling 
narratives that are simultaneously history-telling.   
It is ethnographically significant that the specific conversations to which I was 
drawn during fieldwork have taken place in the venue of temple spaces. In an identified 
“religious” space, it turns out that Chinese temple-goers cared about the “modern-secular” 
as much as about “religious-superstitious” concerns, and that they talked to each other as 
persons each facing unique uncertainties and anxieties in a shared modern and 
  
203 
contemporary time. There are temple-goers and lodgers/residents who have misgivings 
about the “mark of superstition” earned by some practices, and frown at their co-temple-
goers’ superstitious needs – such as the desire for material well-being (promised by wish-
vow practices), fateful self-knowledge (promised by lottery divinatory practice), or 
supernatural transformations (promised by temple-stay cultivation practices). Nonetheless, 
even these temple-goers and lodger/residents acknowledge that a temple is no one’s 
private property. Likely, as the ethnographic chapters has demonstrated, temple users 
possess very different aims and orientations and are accustomed to pursuing their 
religious engagements side by side with one another in shared temple spaces.  
If the ethnographic snapshots in the previous chapters have given you an 
impression of how co-present realities empirically look like within temple-spaces, then I 
have achieved what I set out to do. Now, in retrospect, we can ask ourselves a meta-
question: how do we view the co-existent quality of these moments not only within 
particular temple spaces but also within a broadly recognized historical time that many 
would describe as “modern”? Regarding the craft of ethnography, the question is also 
how ethnographic descriptions could go beyond a kind of still-life painting to a way of 
knowing that deals with human experiences of sculpturing specific moments that are both 
suggestive and indeterminate. These moments (for instance, the moments of co-existing 
temple-based actions) that we may capture ethnographically are suggestive because our 
interlocutors are moving somewhere, and indeterminate because our interlocutors at the 
same time withhold their freewill to move themselves somewhere else. Hence, the task at 
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hand is to figure out how human lives unfold during these moments and take on 
significance in their shaping of meaningful histories.  
In what follows, I revisit the question of historical and religious agency in China 
formulated in the introduction. Then I discuss the ethnographic pictures in Chapters 2-4 
that have come into focus thanks to a performance and ritual attunement approach to 
religions. To be sure, each of these pictures captures only a “passing moment” of many 
activities simultaneously taking place in a Chinese Buddhist temple-scape. Considering 
these moments in juxtaposition, I analyze the ways in which the performance and ritual 
attunement approach clarifies the historical significance of those “passing moments” that 
otherwise are eclipsed by the laser light of modernity. Then, at the end of this excursion 
into a Chinese situation/condition, I reflect on Chinese temple-goers’ sidestepping route 
to religious fields under state secularism and its implications for us in re-considering the 
predicament of global secularism in our modern time. Before we get there, however, we 
will first re-consider the realm of the modern in the dissertation’s ethnographic contexts.  
 
History, Agency, and Chinese Modernity Reconsidered 
The Place Where We Began 
 To recall where we began: the dissertation starts with an attempt to think through 
the implications of some common temple-going activities of numerous Chinese temple-
goers, in relation to the specific conditions of state secularism in the People’s Republic of 
China in the late 2010s. Our concern in looking at the situation of Chinese temple-goers 
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is what it implies for a possibly shared history when a large percentage of the Chinese 
population has been temple-goers at some point over the course of a contemporary way 
of life. The fact that Chinese temple-goers are at ease with their lack of a specific 
religious identity might lead us to consider other ways and other contexts to approach the 
question of living religions in the modern time. This dissertation is an invitation to think 
together with Chinese temple-goers about the shared global modernist predicament of 
state secularism in a comparative way that is neither Western-centric nor Sino-centric.  
Conventionally, we tend to adopt a dichotomous view of the religious and the 
secular that pins down the former within the sphere of private beliefs and the latter within 
the sphere of a jurisdictional public. By this liberal-secular standard, the figure of a 
Chinese temple-goer appears to be neither (fully) religious nor (fully) secular. Meanwhile, 
the late socialist view of secularism sees the critical distinction as not so much between a 
private sphere of the ultimate individual and a public sphere of secular laws, as between a 
diffusive and expansive political-secular realm and a circumscribed sphere of religions 
(zongjiao). By the latter standard, no less problematically, the figure of the Chinese 
temple-goer still straddles the secular/religious boundary and appears to be, in this case, 
both (typically) secular and (occasionally and temporarily) religious.   
In order to make sense of Chinese temple-goers’ mode of social-historical 
existence, this dissertation has proposed to take seriously their ways of religious 
engagement, putting aside our assumptions about not only what should be a properly 
religious life but also what should be a properly secular life. The proposal is to recognize 
Chinese temple-goers as actors and protagonists in a modern/modernized world even if 
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the inquiry at hand looks only at their momentary activities within confined temple 
spaces. Nowadays it is an anthropological commonsense that the value of anthropological 
knowledge lies in a move to recognize the epistemological uses of the positionalities that 
condition human understanding (Jacobs-Huey 2002). Then, to think with Chinese temple-
goers and with the state authorities of China (who have caricatured our interlocutors in a 
particular way) implies an anthropological intervention in modifying the grand terms that 
have mediated public understanding about possible forms of human flourishing and 
raising public awareness of mutually implicated contemporary relationships.  
In the introduction, I discussed at length why a historically formed condition of 
living by the imperative of modernity is still a crucial context for making sense of the 
place of religion and religious agency in the People’s Republic of China in the 2010s. 
Admittedly, modernity has many bodies and faces. However, to the extent that the 
beginning of political modernization in China is commonly dated back to the late 
nineteenth and early twentieth century, modernity as a temporal-political project is 
socially understood, first of all, as the break-down of a pre-modern socio-political order 
and the synchronization initiatives to “catch up” with a supposedly universal and natural 
time.97 In a country where matters of heavenly, human, and natural significance were 
organized by a logic that had its own complex genealogies, the newly coined phrase of 
religion-zongjiao at the turn of the twentieth century has been employed by the modernist 
                                                        
97 Besides, this was not only equated with a break from the archaic, especially when it was conflated with 
an exclusionary geographical-political project of making the modern west, the project of modernity for 
non-westerners also indicated the denial of one’s present state of life and repudiation of non-modern futures. 
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state authorities in modern China as a state category in the service of building new 
institutional orders.   
The state authorities of the People’s Republic are self-conscious about their 
modernist origins. To date, the party-state continues to justify the coupling of the state 
with the party by situating itself within the turn-of-the-last-century history-making 
mission to modernize China and to build an indisputably modern state. Its discourse 
proclaims that the mission must be impossible without communist leadership intervening 
to uphold the desired modernity; and that a ruling party constituted by historical-
materialist vanguards (xianfeng) must carry on and secure the mission of modernization 
because otherwise one is not able to comprehend and arrive at the destined universal 
future.  
During the post-revolutionary reforms since the 1980s, political pragmatism 
characterizes Chinese state politics and has critical consequences in re-positioning late 
socialist state subjects in their relationships to history and religion. This does not just 
refer to the “vanguard” party’s revision of its action agenda toward a universal 
communist future. In the landmark authoritative document published in 1982 that is still 
unsurpassed on the question of religion (cf. Chapter 1, n. 24), the party authorities 
suspend a pending communist future and pragmatically recognize that the “historical” 
phenomenon of religion-zongjiao – as existing affairs – is likely to exist for a long period 
of time in ongoing universal-secular history.  
Regarding the future-making agency that we discussed, there is, in fact, hardly 
any re-vision of the place of religion and religious agency in a hierarchy of agencies 
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pushing toward modern development. At the discursive level, the party-state 
unequivocally disallows any room for non-vanguards to stake a claim to alternative 
visions of the future within internally expansive sovereign state spaces. Beneath the 
pragmatist move, the party-state has seized universal authority to discern whether the 
specific entities falling under/around the category of religions-zongjiao should be marked 
as anachronistic remnants or as being in need of more modernization engineering projects. 
In this sense, without reconfiguring the linear-developmental view of history, the 
officially recognized “religious” actors are doomed to be seen as marginal and even 
deficient in the party-state’s story of history-making, because their religiousness is 
established specifically through the party-state’s conception of religion-zongjiao.  
 
The Significance of Temple Spaces as a Historical Arena of Action 
The dissertation investigates another consequence of the party-state’s pragmatic 
recognition of living religious affairs in a partially modernized time. Speaking of the 
historical potential of religious activism in a contemporary time, this consequence of 
Chinese state secularism may be decisive, albeit unintentional. The party-state has 
committed to its people-masses a non-discursive space for their surviving religious needs, 
that is, the spatial entities of Religious Activities Venues. When the party-state 
pragmatically conceives of allowing a practical and non-teleological space for religions-
zongjiao as a matter of carving out land-attached, physical spaces within its territorial 
sovereign state spaces, it has almost irreversibly changed the stage on which history may 
take place – if not always the categories by which histories are officially discussed.  
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Unlike the ideological-discursive spaces that expand or shrink at the will of 
higher-ranking authorities in a centralized authoritarian state, residency/para-territorial 
spaces can take root in earth and grow their own lives on the ground. This takes time and 
advantageous conditions: multi-level state policies and institutional strictures must keep 
the ground openly active so that the para-territorial spaces can stand against some 
arbitrary political will to close the ground again. Permanent buildings and objects must 
occupy the land so that the spaces can convene people who tie their own lives to the very 
existence of permanent buildings and objects. Activities of residents, lodgers, and visitors 
must cultivate the spaces continuously so that they can gain ambience, stories and 
histories to become centers of attachment. Besides, spirits, gods, ghosts, bodhisattvas, 
ancestors, and other perceived non-secular beings who are nominally segregated from the 
rest of society must enliven the spaces so that “residents” in these para-territorial spaces 
consist of more living beings than what the modernist territorial state can conceive of.  
Once grounded on actual land and virtual state spaces, the residency/para-
territorial spaces not only allows temple-scapes to develop their own ecologies but, more 
importantly, allows each temple-scape a unique ecological niche within the sovereign 
state spaces and within globally networked state and non-state spaces. Unlike the 
paradigmatically closed and self-sustaining ecospheres, the ecologies of spatially 
“separated” temple-scapes essentially maintain life and balance thanks to constant 
interactions and exchanges between many kinds of micro-ecologies in a living society. 
To eradicate these categorically would require waging another round of revolutionary 
campaigns, which itself becomes anachronistic in a post-revolutionary party-state. 
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 Admittedly, over the past decade, the neo-authoritarian party-state has again 
centralized a bureaucratic licensing authority to admit more spatialized entities of 
religion-zongjiao to late socialist state spaces. And by means of that licensing practice, 
the party-state authorities have determined the status of legality of candidate RAVs while 
they withhold the authority to remove the illegitimate RAVs without proper (or properly 
renewed) licenses. Nonetheless, the register of these regulations has shifted ground. As 
state-recognized spaces, RAVs have taken up a life of their own on the ground where the 
people-masses live their lives in a post-revolutionary state. Seeing from the ground (vis-
à-vis “seeing like a (top-down/center-periphery) state,” as Scott elaborates), the settled 
appearances of RAV-based temple-scapes are testimony to the resilience of place-taking 
lives and witness to the constituent relationship of such lives to other forms of collective 
lives. With RAVs on the ground, the territorial state must live with its own heterogeneous 
spatial constituents.  
My fieldwork mostly took place in state-recognized RAVs, including Temple 
Commons and Temple Zero featured in the dissertation. In fact, as a result of their RAV 
status, attained via their affiliation with the sub-category of a (monasticized) Buddhist 
religion under the state category of religion-zongjiao, Temple Commons and Temple 
Zero were subject to more specific state regulations and more state-led standardization 
campaigns of religious affairs pertaining to their lawful existences within the post-
revolutionary state. Nonetheless, even at such “properly Buddhist” sites where scholars 
tended to assume the greatest compliance with state regulations (among all sorts of 
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religious “self-organizations”), what happens on the ground turns out to be a space of 
ambiguity, multifarious religiosity, and complex co-existing religious explorations.  
As I elaborated in earlier chapters, the point is that such a scene of ambiguity and 
co-existence is a necessary result of a space-sharing, activity-based temple-life; 
meanwhile, this space-sharing and activity-centered temple life is predicated on China’s 
state secularist policies and encouraged by Chinese Buddhist bodhisattva ideals. In his 
illuminating study of “courtyard lay preachers” who gathered around the courtyards of a 
“properly Buddhist” temple, Fisher describes the state confinement of Buddhist activities 
within temple venues as a condition of “islands of religiosities” that “keeps Buddhist-
based morality from integrating into an urban Chinese public sphere” (Fisher 2005:204). 
However, once we probe into the activities hosted within the seeming “islands” of 
religiosities, it turns out that whether or not the sovereign state authorities further regulate 
the boundary of “Buddhist temple spaces” in their planning of territorial state spaces, the 
scene of ambiguous and co-existing religious engagements is an inherent aspect of a 
RAV-based religious life.  
Besides, when temple-goers (flooding in and out these spaces and moving from 
one temple-scape to another) carry a shared identity as Chinese citizens and persist in 
maintaining their mainstream status as the “religiously” unmarked (along the official 
lines), Buddhist influences may have already been constitutive and transformative of a 
proper Chinese life. This is especially noteworthy when Buddhist-religious-zongjiao 
discourses – like other religious-zongjiao discourse – are prevented from playing a role in 
an abstract, discursive secular-public realm. Indeed, even when temple-goers tell the 
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moral of their stories in ways that seem to deviate from “properly Buddhist” plots, they 
may have woven Buddhism’s social existences into late-socialist Chinese lives in 
unexpected ways.  
In order to appreciate the generative capacity of such a space-sharing, activity-
based temple-life, the dissertation has developed a different framework for considering 
the place of “Buddhism” in contemporary China. Instead of focusing on Buddhist-
discourse-based “moral agency” (pertaining to the question of totalistic social integration 
or “moral breakdown” at the normative level, see Fisher 2005; Zigon 2007, 2011), it has 
shifted the conceptual register to consider a question of historical agency and the 
potentially history-making capacity of certain commonly-accessible practices that are 
accommodated in Buddhist venues. The challenge is that the historical significance of 
RAVs and the history-making potential of “Buddhist-venue-based” temple practices are 
not always clear unless we specifically see what a ritual analysis method could do for us.  
 
Moments of Religious Activism in History: The Use of a Ritual Attunement Approach  
What exactly are we talking about in invoking the term “ritual” as an analytical 
idiom? Briefly, the “ritual” at issue is a style of generative actions. It may be banal just to 
repeat what generations of performance/ritual theorists have elaborated in different 
expressions: Namely, rituals and performances not only represent/enact but also create 
social realities. As this dissertation deals with a non-monotheistic religious-historical 
situation, we posit that human activities with ritual significance, in fact, do not need to 
lead to the construction of a social totality. Rather, as Bloch discusses in his critique of 
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Geertz’s interpretation of the Negara (Geertz 1980), such “ritual activities” on stage in 
the spotlight and under scholarly scrutiny are “only certain moments” in a long chain of 
social conversations, whose traces may or may not be clear (Bloch 1989:15). 
Through my narrations in these chapters, I hope I have made it ethnographically 
clear that, even in a narrowly-conceived “religious” realm (i.e. “Buddhist temples”), 
those human activities with “ritual significance” do not have to rest exclusively on the 
systematically formalized liturgical programs that institute certain prescriptive religious 
norms. Instead, ritual attunement processes take place serendipitously when humans (as 
creative beings and as actors engaging in meaningful actions) come to recognize the 
contours of the meanings (Verstehen) that define their personal existences and adjust 
their subsequent personal actions accordingly. As we stay focused with the human actors 
who take ritual actions and arrive tentatively at somewhere else, the processual image of 
“attuning” holds true only pertaining to specific human actors who, in pursuing their 
purposeful activities, alternately re-orient their personal aims and re-adjust their own 
trajectory of actions.  
 It is the indeterminate nature of meaningful human actions – in terms of their aims 
and the objectification of emergent relations that they entail – that the dissertation seeks 
to capture in the human activities in a Chinese Buddhist temple-scape in the late 2010s by 
a ritual analysis of temple activities. The analytic idiom of “ritual” matters to the 
ethnographic project only to the extent that it helps us perceive how Chinese temple-
goers become slightly different social beings after they momentarily pick up an 
accessible form of conventional practices. In terms of the duration of such activities, they 
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may be just brief, “passing moments,” seemingly negligible in a world/history fixed by 
ironclad collective structures – such as the structures of a modern territorial sovereign 
state or the Chinese party-state. Yet, these momentary human activities may have created 
fresh and considerable momentum for temple-goers in China – as humans and as citizens 
of state spaces – to move on in their lives that carry unique pasts and futures (not even 
prescribed by a salvationist “Buddhist” eschatology). 
To note the momentous ritual significance of such “passing moments” embedded 
in composite activities through a vernacular idiom constantly invoked (and often 
fetishized) by Chinese temple-goers, we may say that the crux of the momentum is an 
efficacious, critical difference (ling) observed through situated practices (c.f. Chapters 2 
and 3). Without some efficacy – i.e. some sort of critical difference – observed by a 
temple actor through his/her subjective understanding (Verstehen) of the 
matter/issue/situation/conditions at hand, even highly formalized “proper rituals” (such as 
Buddhist deliverance assemblies) could lose their critical ritual significance and be 
abandoned by temple-goers previously committed to those forms of performance. When 
it appears that temple-goers do adhere to a particular performance frame and repeatedly 
put it into practice, we (“empirical-minded” analysts) must note the ritual significance of 
these outstanding performances not simply according to liturgical books (and certainly 
less by theological books). Rather, we must heed the efficacious differences that specific 
performances would produce/induce processually and dynamically.  
In other words, “proper rituals” that do not act on our temple interlocutors in their 
lives-in-history (i.e., produce no efficacy, “bu ling”) do not need to be privileged if our 
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analytic focus is on the subjective changes in the subject (e.g. on Chinese temple-goers as 
human actors). On the contrary, although certain customary conduct may be dismissed as 
“folk customs” (i.e. unreflective performances) by enlightened scholars and/or by 
religious professionals, they in fact deserve further scholarly attention so that their ritual 
significance – i.e. the fresh momentum that they incubate in each actors’ course of 
actions – can be clarified. Otherwise, as we analysts ignore the critically efficacious 
moments to which certain actors-in-this-world have paid keen attention and as we avert 
our eyes from the task of locating those moments with greater precision, we give up a 
crucial chance to learn what kinds of worlds are being made “out there.” 
As discussed in the introduction, in a performance and ritual attunement approach 
to studying temple-based religiosities, our empirical-investigative object is the temple-
goers’ own grasp of what they do in a Buddhist temple-venue (Figure 3). While temple-
goers engage in a wide range of activities in a contemporary Buddhist temple, the current 
study picks up only three cases of stylistic practices to consider the momentum that each 
of them has gathered in the lives of concrete temple-goers. Considering the embodied 
nexuses between ritual engagement and social-historical engagement, the dissertation 
holds that the practices of wish-vowing, lottery divination, and cultivation lodging can 
clarify the indeterminate, multi-directional nature of temple participation that facilitates 
new paradigms in Chinese temple-goers’ personal formation within the modern late 
socialist state.  
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Figure 3. Moments of action/doings and their ritual significances (c.f. introduction pp.48) 
 
A Review of Three Cases of Ritualization in Chapters Two to Four 
Crucially, each of these three cases clarifies that ritualization and the production 
of new forms of relationality can emerge from personalized performances that lack 
liturgical structure or comprehensive theology. In each case, a process of ritualization or 
ritual attuning takes place as a performer comes up with new terms to speak of his/her 
own life, without presupposing a homogenous, universal purpose. What’s more, these 
ritually-induced new terms can be transformed anew by the ritual performers’ further 
ritual engagements that are always situational and embedded in particular moments of the 
ritual performers’ lives.  
First, among the cultural-religious behaviors of Chinese temple-goers, yuan 
performances are the most outstanding. While they reveal a this-worldly orientation in 
popular Chinese religiosity, this orientation is often seen unfairly as too utilitarian, too 
self-oriented, and too much profaning “ideally” transcendent gods. This characterization 
becomes untenable as we focus on the performative imperatives of yuan performances 
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and empirically investigate how Chinese temple-goers actually pursue yuan performances. 
While it is true that yuan performances begin from mundane human desire, the yuan 
narratives generated in these performances show that such desire is always relational 
rather than egoistic. Furthermore, in the context of Chinese temple-scapes, the object of 
this desire typically involves an ideal aimed at by the Chinese temple-goers who, as 
desiring subjects, pursue values that are as idealistic as they are down-to-earth. In 
addition, when the desired ideal state is expressed through yuan performances, the 
performer’s human desire itself is re-structured as a solemn commitment that can cause 
or induce correlative actions. In other words, the yuan performance is a unique process of 
ritualization that produces relational ritual realities through diverse temple-goers’ own 
understanding of themselves and their worlds.  
In fact, in the most prevalent wish-vowing performances, one can often note the 
origin of a novel social imagination that entails normative commitments by human actors 
to their own wished-for state of affairs. Specific to the Chinese Buddhist temple-scapes, 
Mahayana Buddhist liturgical structures provide additional ritual incentives for 
performance-loving temple-goers in China to enlarge the range of their wish-vow 
beneficiaries and to imagine and commit to otherwise unlikely ties. Although 
anthropologists are not well positioned to discuss many of these imaginations involving 
an understanding of “sentient beings” in Buddhist ontologies, we do not need to deviate 
from an empirical track to theorize the relationship between the self, wish-vow actions 
and the object of wish-vows.  
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To extend the grammatical category of “optative” and think of it as a category of 
subjective realities, we can simply note the object of one’s wish-vows as “optative 
realities” and denote the case as the ritual production of optative selves. While the 
specific content of these optative realities lacks universal validity, in each specific case of 
wish-vowing, these optative realities call for a kind of action by which actors must 
discern the realities  plausible to themselves and press for personal resolution. The 
optative self thus resides neither in a static, egoistic self nor in the content of the wish-
vow itself; rather, it is the product and the very appearance of a human actor dynamically 
aligning herself or himself to a wished-for vision specifically chosen at a particular 
moment of life. In short, the wish-vow performances in Chinese Buddhist temple-scapes 
give us a very concrete example of the ritual technologies one may use to turn pathos into 
words, words into actions, and actions into self-obligations. The wish-vows’ long-term 
ritual effects are not always noticeable and often involve ex post facto attributive 
narratives. In this regard, in further inquiries we can investigate more thoroughly the 
social production of “optative” selves – namely, following how subjects persist in 
bringing wish-vows to non-temple settings. Nonetheless, in the very moment of wish-
vowing, ritualistic performances concretely document the specific possibilities of what 
the performer may become while at this epistemic-normative level, nothing can dismantle 
those possibilities/visions/optative realities.  
Second, in a similar way, in the cases of lottery divination and cultivation lodging, 
a human actor comes to identify her/himself with an emergent ritual reality that 
transforms his/her understanding and begins to live her/his potential in the “world as it is.” 
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In the case of self-help lottery divination, the dissertation clarifies the ways in which the 
practice is a “craft for resolution and clarity” – a clue appearing in the authorless 
instruction canvass board that we discussed in chapter 3 and seen by many temple-goers. 
As I have demonstrated, life passages are not even or linear in the perspective of lottery 
divination performances. Instead, one’s life is seen as a movement with opaque directions 
and in need of purposeful engagement or intervention at particular moments in life. Due 
to the necessarily conventional set-up of lottery divination performances, a lottery 
divinatory practitioner is obliged to voluntarily take up the position of a self-questioning 
agent to investigate the poetic-inspirational significances of the present moment in a 
fateful life. Life is changed, as the lottery divinatory practitioner comes to recognize the 
contour of his/her historical life through the category of fate (ming) that is performatively 
instituted.  
Besides, it is likely that the significance of life occurrences would remain obscure 
pertaining to a “fate” that is directly revealed by one’s perceived divinities. Yet, this 
perceived obscurity renders a divinatory practitioner voluntarily receptive to seeking 
further and more interpretive conversations with interlocutors beyond the self or one’s 
perceived divinity. These ongoing conversations surrounding a particular divinatory 
moment further clarify the import of one’s direct communication with the divinity, as 
well as help form new self-narratives by which one narrates one’s own moments of life. 
While “passing” and brief, the lottery divination performance creates a momentum with 
crucial ritual significance, in that the performance itself suffices to effect a critical 
difference in re-positioning human actors in their worlds. Life does not go on the same as 
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it appears because one’s outlook of life is transformed by performatively/ritually re-
aligning priorities and by the cognizance of a broader range of actors bearing relevance to 
one’s fateful existence in history.  
In the case of cultivation lodging, as temple-goers come to observe and form 
diverse practice-relationships with other practitioners who similarly say they are 
“cultivating themselves” (xiuxing), each begins to discern the possible aims, theories, and 
methods of “cultivation” in a unique way over the course of their respective interactional 
practice routines. Their co-practitioners (who have voluntarily gathered on the temple-
scapes) may be more or less skillful practitioners carrying out a similar ritual project of 
“cultivation.” Either way, a cultivation practitioner who interacts with other cultivation 
practitioners builds up personal momentum for change. As one participates in temple 
services together with other practitioners, observes what other practitioners do and how 
they do it, and notes what other practitioners have to say about what they do (including 
noting the silences, as Luminous Su observes in the examples of the Shifus), the ritual 
frame of “cultivation” emerges situationally rather than prescriptively.  
Fluid as they are, mundane practices are then embedded in overlapping structures 
of meaning and endowed with the ritual significance of “cultivation” in the practice arena 
opened up by the physical temple spaces. As temple-goers move in and out of the temple 
spaces and carry with them the embodied notion of “cultivation-xiuxing,” their mundane 
activities appear to open up ongoing transformative opportunities to continuously pursue 
a unique ritual arena of action. Even if these transformative opportunities are not always 
actualized in everyday lives, the travels that cultivation lodgers make back and forth 
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between their specific social locations and various temple venues already carve out a 
different life arena where lives takes shape.  
As our analytic task is to think through the stylistic effects of certain ritual 
moments during the course of indeterminate but ongoing social processes, we must stay 
focused on the non-exclusionary relationship between one temple activity and another in 
a Chinese Buddhist temple-scape. Without going into more specific possibilities opened 
up by each case, I would like to highlight again the main point of this study: All these 
cases of temple activities – including the ones that the dissertation has not discussed – 
have opened imaginative spaces that are quite heterogeneous but co-existing. These 
“ritually” generated imaginative spaces have allowed the temple activity participants to 
pursue actions in their historical lives in alternative terms. Meanwhile, they stand side by 
side with various understandings of the current/modern time, including an understanding 
of modern time that belittles these heterogeneous becomings. In this regard, I suggest that 
one of the most important co-effects produced by these co-existing moments of temple 
activities is the subversion of a unitary view of a hegemonic social reality and the 
reconfiguration of one’s sense and sensibilities embedded in overlapping structures of 
socio-religious participation. This opening leads us again to the consideration of the 
condition of state secularism, the pre-existing, historical reality looming offstage and 
hovering above the diverse creative ritual moments that take place momentously in RAV-
based temple-scapes.   
 
State Secularism and the Modern Subject in Post-Revolutionary China 
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Plausible Realities and Temple-scapes 
According to sociological social constructivists such as Berger, what is perceived 
as “reality,” i.e., what can be taken for granted and felt as natural, invisible, and self-
evident, is socially defined and “remains threatened by lurking ‘irrealities’” (Berger 
1967:85). A social world remains “real” only to the extent that it feels plausible and 
continues to get hold of people’s imagination as well as their commitment actions. Given 
the fragile nature of all socially constructed worlds, every “society develops procedures 
that assist its members to remain ‘reality-oriented’ [that is, to remain within the reality as 
‘officially’ defined] and to ‘return to reality’ [that is, to return from the marginal spheres 
of ‘irreality’ to the socially established nomos]” (ibid). As discussed, in the People’s 
Republic of China in the late 2010s, the default “world as it is” – i.e., the mainstream 
“reality” that is accepted as real, objective, and universal – is a disenchanted modern 
world in which spirits, gods and their tales should find no place in the public-political 
arena defined by a secular nomos. In the interest of upholding the hegemonic/mainstream 
reality of the modern, the authoritarian state authorities of the People’s Republic have 
taken measures to regulate various “irrealities” that simultaneously fall under the 
universalized state category of religions-zongjiao.  
Admittedly, the co-existing religious-ritual realities that are marginalized in 
Chinese party-state discourse could be no less “real,” if we are only concerned with the 
conceived “religious realities” in “alternative” normative domains of each religion-
zongjiao. However, when a modern temporal-historical rupture is taken as given, these 
counterparts remain entrenched as “other irrealities” in relation to a hegemonic modern-
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historical reality. As discussed earlier in the chapter, the fundamental dilemma for self-
identified “properly religious” actors – such as Ven. Knowledge as well as many other 
confessional religious actors in China – lies in the paradox of their public status in a 
(linear-developmental historical) time of modernity.  
Under conditions where the nomos of a secular socialist modernity must be 
upheld as the overarching framework of a historical time (i.e. upheld as the default 
“social reality”), the People’s Republic’s state authorities openly demand collaboration 
from officially legitimate religious actors to provide a public reason for their respective 
religions (i.e. Catholicism, Christianity, Buddhism, Taoism, and Islam) in specific ways. 
Specifically, by maintaining a hierarchical distinction between politics and religion, the 
state authorities have determined that the ideological legitimacy of “properly religious” 
actors depends on whether or not they can work out a discourse of their religious futures 
in synchronization with a socialist-modern time (zongjiao yu shehuizhuyi xiang shiying). 
In other words, carriers of the irreducible nomos of each of the five “normal” religions 
are mobilized on the ground of their religious identity. They are obliged to prove that 
their religious presents and futures are in line with the progression of modernity, a 
concept that is taken to be historically objective and real. Yet, to the extent that these self-
identifiably “properly religious” actors embrace a narrative of modernity (xiandai) to 
situate their religious existences in a history of China, they also inescapably render their 
own pasts and futures precarious in a modern territory where they are prevented from 
taking a “vanguard” position in collective history-telling shared with non-religionists.  
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The quandary faced by those Chinese subjects who are self-identifiably both 
modern and religious is hard to get around when modern time is accepted as a given 
(materialist-historical) truth in late socialist China. Now that the concept of religion-
zongjiao is allowed significance only through various narratives of modernity, nominally 
religious subjects are caught up in the state-purported discursive hierarchy between a 
modern-secular reality and the religious “irrealities” that are inescapably marginal.98  
In contrast, in an unexpected way, those occasional temple-goers whose personal 
identities and individual religious-spiritual statuses are ambiguous and fluid reveal a kind 
of religious activism that gives new momentum to a modern-secular reality that can no 
longer be unambiguously modern or secular. To the extent that it is through their passing 
temple activities (religious or potentially/dubiously religious) that a contemporary 
Chinese public audience embraces abundant ritual stimuli to formulate their 
heterogeneous religious-historical imaginations, these temple-going Chinese citizens also 
avoid the predicament of fixing their subjectivity within the state sanctioned category of 
religion-zongjiao. On the contrary, when these temple-going Chinese citizens activate 
existing temple-spaces through their recurrent temple engagement activities, efficacious 
                                                        
98 In a way, this irony is also found in a modernizing Egypt, the state of which “represents one potential 
secular future toward which Western democratic states are moving” (Agrama 2010: x). There, Agrama 
notices that modernist secular powers have operated pervasively as a “historical problem-space,” which 
entails “an ensemble of questions and attached stakes that seem indispensable to the practical intelligibility 
of political and social life” (ibid: 71). Unsettlingly, it is in one’s acceptance of the premises that the 
secularist questions (e.g. where to draw the line between religion and politics) are valid and that there must 
be an answer to those questions that secularism as a problem-space is animated again and again. 
Nonetheless, as an ethnographer pursuing the tangible possibilities of “evading secular power in significant 
ways” for “rethinking it” (ibid: 25), Agrama also notes there are conditions and social spaces of 
“asecularity,” that is, “indifference to the questions and stakes that constitute secularism as a problem-space” 
as well as certain movements that potentially stand “outside the problem-space of secularism” (ibid: 231-
234).  
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transformations of lives in historical time occur simultaneously, in which the idiom of 
“religion” is not normatively separate from the grammar of one’s living experiences.  
To be sure, in the post-revolutionary People’s Republic, it is only within the late-
socialist organization of economy, people, and politics that temple-spaces and temple-
based lifestyles have re-emerged as a social reality. Such a socially recognized reality of 
religious activism relies on popular religious/spiritual devotion as much as on the 
reworking of modern lives at the state level. It is no negligible fact that the late socialist 
state authorities have committed tangible, semi-autonomous spaces within territorial 
sovereign state spaces to host “religious activities” (even when they refuse to nominally 
endorse religious activism outside the territorial spaces of RAVs). Without this territorial 
conception of the modernist principle that separates the religious and the secular, the 
sphere of the religious in the post-revolutionary state could have lost a publically-
recognized ground to accommodate practices and pursuits that are undefinable by the 
socialist-modern understanding of religion/life. In this way, in a heightened secularist 
state, temples as “activities venues” gain undeniable public significance as places of 
many-sided meanings and as incubators for complex, creative visions of life, outside 
conventional typecast of sacred spaces based on institutional religious differences. 
The following chart summarizes the analysis briefly (Figure 4): 
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Figure 4. The question of history-making and religious agency on a Chinese temple-scape 
The relationship between religious participation and political-historical 
participation in China can be seen either as dichotomous or continuous. When we read 
the chart vertically, we see the rigid institutional understanding of religion-zongjiao put 
forth by the totalitarian party-state. In this picture, the boundary of religion-zongjiao must 
be guarded discursively and ideologically in a diffusive state politics. However, at the 
same time, as the ethnography shows, the physical spaces – Religious Activities Venues 
– opened by the Chinese party-state have admitted blurry conceptions of “religions” and 
accommodated rich activities that may or may not be “religious” or “properly religious.” 
While Chinese temple-goers acknowledges the party-state’s vertical, hierarchical 
conception of religion-zongjiao, they also approach religious issues “horizontally” by 
going to temple spaces and defining their own religious engagement.  
To the extent that Chinese temple-goers acknowledge the effects of their temple 
engagement on their understandings of life and even their personal life trajectories, they 
actively introduce religious engagement into a life that predominantly unfolds in a 
political-historical mainstream society. As a result, the lives of Chinese citizens who are 
  
227 
unmarked temple-goers, in fact, are as ritually religious as they are politically mainstream. 
The ongoing history of contemporary China, in this purview, no longer appears to be an 
arena exclusively claimed by a linear, developmental, teleological view of history; rather, 
it is composed of numerous contingent moments that are religious and historical at the 
same time. These moments – some transient, some accumulative, some interpolating, 
some idiosyncratic – have formed the many folds of an emergent composite that we may 
call “history” if we wish; but this “history,” in fact, can hardly be named uniformly 
because of its irreducible complexities. Besides, this “history” can only be observed 
empirically by considering all the new momentums that ritual activities of one kind or 
another – taking place in one temple-scape or another – would produce unceasingly.  
In short, in China, the party-state’s official dichotomous view of the relationship 
between religious participation and political-historical participation in fact masks a co-
existing conception that creates a continuum in the venues of religious activities and in 
the temple-scapes. A “side-step” occurs when Chinese citizens who share the late-
socialist country’s political future step aside from making history through state-defined 
developmental projects, and when they create other potential personal histories by 
participating in various ritual activities in the official RAVs. On the one hand, these 
Chinese citizens-cum-temple-goers evade the force of state secularism that strictly 
defines the category of religion-zongjiao and zongjiao’s relationship with other 
institutional spheres of life, rather than overtly confronting these restrictions. On the other 
hand, as in sports, this non-confrontational “side-stepping” move is one effective way to 
bypass a force, observe how that force flies overhead, and create the necessary distance to 
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circumvent and re-adjust one’s relationship with that force in proactively alternative ways. 
For the sake of brevity, we analysts can describe this paradoxical situation as 
“sidestepping” secularism, namely, a way of living with constraints by evading the 
constraints of state secularism and by engaging with existing spaces to create new 
possible futures. It is here that we approach the end of our inquiry.  
 
Following Chinese Temple-goers: A Roundabout Way to the Place of Religion and Life 
Understanding secularism, “like understanding any dominant concept of modern 
life,” says Asad, is “best approached indirectly,” comparatively, and “being aware that 
the object to be reached is not fully known” (Asad 2019:2-3). Epistemologically and 
methodologically speaking, “a straight line isn’t always the most useful way to explore 
things because it assumes not only that the endpoint is known but also that the shortest 
way to it from the starting point is always the best” (ibid). Similarly, concerning an 
exploratory mode of investigation that may help analysts discover unknown 
things/concepts/modes of living within the given/pre-existing intellectual purview, Ingold 
further discusses the metaphor of not following a straight line. He explains that the 
activity of drawing a straight line presupposes using a ruler, the edge of which “is lined 
up against the [fixed] points to be connected before putting pencil to paper” (Ingold 
2010:130). This precludes the ground “on which knowledge is acquired” from being 
“apprehended in the passage from place to place, ‘in histories of movement and changing 
horizons along the way’” (ibid:134). In this regard, the aim of “taking an indirect 
approach” in anthropological inquiries is to “restore ways of knowing to the processes of 
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life” rather than to produce the knowledge of certainty and positivist objectivity per se 
(ibid 123). 
Asad would agree with Ingold. On the topic of religion under the modernist 
conditions of secularism, Asad’s “indirect approach” is concerned about exploring not 
only the implications of secularism as an objective form of life but also exploring the 
possibility of humans living with the predicament of secularism in an indeterminable way. 
In his recent book, he engages primarily with a broad range of political theorists in order 
to think about the familiar but invisible terms of liberal-secular polities (where scholars 
writing in the modern Anglo-American languages live their lives). The attempt is to use 
the practice of writing as an exploratory tool, pending a (possibly predisposed as secular) 
understanding of what life is, and to expect a practical possibility of arriving somewhere 
else. He explains,  
I have therefore tried to move forward in an open, speculative way, 
recognizing that secularism is not only an abstract principle of equality 
and freedom that liberal democratic states are supposed to be committed to 
but also a range of sensibilities — ways of feeling, thinking, talking — 
that make opposites only by excluding affinities and overlaps. Perhaps the 
single most important sensibility is the conviction that one has a direct 
access to the “truth”…Taking an indirect approach is being aware that the 
object to be reached is not fully known. (Asad 2019:2).  
 
As anthropologists of religion, we are not unfamiliar with critiques of the secular-
modernist biases of our disciplinary, professionalized predispositions (Kapferer 2001; 
Kuper 2016; Lemons 2018; Luhrmann 2018; Robbins 2006; Willerselv and Suhr 2018). 
Without due reflection on our theoretical terms, there is a good chance that our own 
narratives accounting for minuscule “empirical” scenes are hostage to the paper shackles 
of the terms that have pre-defined our writings. However, if the aim of our theoretical 
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reflections is to find alternative terms to make sense of a “life” that is not only “out there” 
but also within us, is the most trustworthy means to trace the thoughts of a body of 
theorists who are identifiably like “us”?99 In fact, as analysts, we may ask, is the task of 
understanding the overarching concepts of life – such as modernity or secularism – 
exclusive to the professional analysts who work with thoughts that are written down in a 
particular format? Or, is the practice of thinking-writing the only way to explore other 
possibilities of the protocols of life? If conversations with a broader range of interlocutors 
are means by which intelligent humans may carry their ways of existence forward, are 
academic references and inter-textual citations always the most useful way to carry on 
those discourse-enlarging conversations, regardless of the issue at hand?  
In the dissertation, I have taken seriously Asad’s suggestion to “take an indirect 
approach to secularism.” At one level, it is an attempt to avoid discussing the Chinese 
situation as if we already know, for example, what secularism (or “religion” or “agency”) 
                                                        
99 As a native Chinese speaker writing in professional English about certain alternative ways of life (in 
reference to lives that are more familiar to North American academics) under the disciplinary framework of 
anthropology, I bumped into de-colonial critic Walter D. Mignolo in a symposium in memory of a post-
colonial anthropologist in 2018. Mignolo actually introduced Chinese scholarship to the audience over his 
brief talk. During the Q&A sessions of a previous panel, an audience member raised the question why all 
the speakers felt at ease referring to European theorists and asked whether contemporary anthropologists 
were still claimed by a peculiar “western” intellectual genealogy. The panel was silent for a while and then 
a speaker replied unhesitantly, “yes.” I approached Mignolo for a chat during the break. To my surprise, he 
quickly urged me to shift away from professional anthropology because the dominant field cared neither 
about the questions that emerged in Chinese histories nor the huge repository of literature and scholarship 
written in the Chinese language. I do think anthropology as a specialized discipline could still contribute to 
broader intellectual conversations. Meanwhile, I agree with Mignolo in the sense that I think the discipline 
is at risk if the main work of anthropologists is merely to challenge or revise conventional Western 
assumptions by providing non-Western empirical evidence (including the data of alternative values), yet 
without sufficiently re-working the theoretical traditions that we pass down to future generations of 
anthropologists. In the field of anthropology of religion, more anthropologists have recently turned to 
theologies (e.g. Robbins 2017, Lemons 2018). This, along with the ontological turn in the field, may be 
seen as another attempt to re-build the discipline’s theoretical ground so that ethnographers may “think” 
together with our boundless variety of interlocutors who take part in our “ethnographic fields” and who 
think seriously about the things that make us human at the present moment.  
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is and how it comes into being in late socialist China. Without that knowledge it is risky 
to nonetheless invoke seemingly familiar terms (such as “secularism,” “state,” “religion,” 
“agency”) to tell a story about the concrete lives of our interlocutors, even though those 
terms seem to be part of the grammar of their lives as well. To minimize the risk, I have 
restricted my discussions of a secularist predicament to a historical consideration of the 
condition of state secularism in modern China, where the modernist institution of the 
party-state holds a specific understanding of modernity that cannot be encompassed by 
our discipline’s default secular-liberal understanding of modernity.  
At the same time, during the course of my participatory fieldwork, I discovered 
that Chinese temple-goers who go to and occasionally reside in temple spaces also 
demonstrate their own way of “taking an indirect approach to secularism.” On the one 
hand, they fully recognize and comply with the authoritarian party-state’s hierarchical 
distinction between politics and religion and are conscious of not over-stepping it.100 On 
the other hand, they also put aside an assumption that the aim of one’s life must be 
already delineated either by secular or religious authorities. As good Chinese citizens, 
these temple-goers make good use of their right to build up temple-scapes in a late 
socialist landscape not only by making monetary contributions to established temple 
spaces but also by devoting their own time, labor, care, hope, disappointments, personal 
puzzles in life, wishes and vows, etc. to these tangible semi-public spaces. And their 
active participation in these semi-public temple spaces itself suffices to transform the 
texture and quality of a contemporary Chinese life.  
                                                        
100 In this way, Chinese temple-goers do not engage in “asecular” practices as Agrama would note in the 
fatwa practices in Egypt, see footnote n.97 
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Again, we must be careful at all times not to assume that these “temple-goers” as 
a category possess any substantial identity. As already discussed, “temple-goers” do not 
exist other than in their momentary activities in the temple-spaces. They do not constitute 
a “kind” of people either by state or social perceptions or by their own self-understanding. 
Hence, regarding the question of the place of religion under modernist state secularism 
and a possible “indirect approach to secularism,” what matters is much less what kind of 
person/people/group “Chinese temple-goers” are. Rather, we gain more by considering 
the concrete conditions that make space for more people to approach secularism 
indirectly, so as that we – as analysts but also as contemporary cultural producers – may 
clarify the variety of possible places of religion in modern politics.  
The whole dissertation makes the point that temples – as spatial entities in a 
territorial modern state – are peculiarly situated on the fence between public state spaces 
and the private sphere of religious beliefs, and that temple spaces thrive because of the 
vitality of temple-based religious activism. When the late socialist party-state embraces a 
spatial-containment policy to sustain the distinction between politics and religion in the 
People’s Republic, the late socialist party-state authorities are not always aware that they 
have also paradoxically contributed to unexpected religious transformations in 
historically constituted sites within their sovereign state spaces and within the 
predominant framework of a homogenizing modernity. In fact, in the diffusive, state-
driven, authoritarian political realm, the self-consciously apolitical activities pursued by 
these Chinese temple-goers critically spell out a politics of indeterminacy where the ends, 
norms, and temporalities of life that are defined by the state authorities lose their sacred 
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canopy and come to be mediated by non-socialist ritual performances. Whereas 
historically constituted places of religious transformation stem from the interior sphere of 
private beliefs and individual authenticity in the case of contemporary Western Europe 
and North America, in the case of late socialist China, they can emerge tangibly as 
temple-scapes that facilitate even more unexpected transformations because of the non-
teleological nature of temple participation. What kind of histories unfold in the back-and-
forth of temple engagement activities can be an object of anthropological observation in 
the years to come. In any case, they cannot be pinned down a priori, although they can be 
the subject for future ethnographies.  
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APPENDIX LIST OF CHINESE TERMS 
bai   拜 
bao you  保佑 
ban xin ban yi  半信半疑 
bei yinguo  背因果 
cangsuo  场所 
changzhu  常住 
changzhu renyuan 常住人员 
cheng fo  成佛 
cheng ze ling  诚则灵 
chi zhai  吃斋 
chou lingqian  抽灵签 
chu jia   出家 
chu jia ren  出家人 
chuantong wenhua 传统文化 
~ youxiu  优秀传统文化 
conglin  丛林 
da ren   大人 
da yuan  大愿 
fang bu xia  放不下 
fashi   法师 
fa shi   发誓 
fayuan   发愿 
fojiao simiao  佛教寺庙 
fojiao xiuxingren 佛教修行人 
fuze ren  负责人 
gongde  功德 
gongmin  公民 
guanxi   关系 
guanxin  关心 
guan yin pusa  观音菩萨 
guojia   国家 
guomin  国民 
hao fengshui  好风水 
haiqing  海清 
hejia   阖家 
huan yuan de  还愿的 
hukou   户口 
jiao   教 
jie qian  解签 
jielv   戒律 
jie yuan  结缘 
jing shen wenming 精神文明 
~ jianshe  精神文明建设 
ju shi   居士 
ju shi tou  居士头 
jue yi zhi xue  决疑之学 
ke tou   磕头 
kexue   科学 
kexue zhenli  科学真理 
liao buqi  了不起 
lao baixing  老百姓 
lijie   理解 
ling   灵 
liushi jiazi  六十甲子 
  
235 
lv pi che  绿皮车 
luan shuo  乱说 
mengfo  盟佛 
ming   命 
mingyun  命运  
mixin   迷信 
mixin huodong 迷信活动 
nongmin  农民 
renxing hua  人性化 
shang qian  上签 
shanren  善人 
shenqian  神签 
shentong  神通 
shi fang  十方 
shifu   师父 
shijie   世界 
shimin   市民 
shoujie   受戒 
she hui zhuyi  社会主义 
si hong shi yuan 四弘誓愿 
si she   私设 
simiao    寺庙 
sui xi   随喜 
tijie   体解 
tou er   头儿 
pusa   菩萨 
pusa jie  菩萨戒 
pusa xinchang  菩萨心肠 
qi yan   奇验 
qian cheng  虔诚 
qian shi  签诗 
qiu   求 
qiuqian (de)  求签(的) 
quanmin jianshen jihua 全民健身计划 
quan shi hao qian 全是好签 
qunzhong   群众 
renmin   人民 
renmin qunzhong 人民群众 
roushen pusa  肉身菩萨 
wailai zanzhu renyuan外来暂住人员 
wenhua  文化 
wen shi  问事 
xia qian  下签 
xiandaide   现代的 
xiaohai er  小孩儿 
xiang huo  香火 
xiangtou  香头 
xin dian ganying 心电感应 
xinjiao qunzhong 信教群众 
xinli zixun shi  心理咨询室 
xin shi   信士 
xinyang   信仰 
xinyuan  心愿 
xiude   修德 
xiuxing   修行 
xiu xing ren  修行人 
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xuyuan   许愿 
yi jin huan xiang 衣锦还乡 
yi ren wei ben  以人为本 
yin guo  因果 
you lingxingde 有灵性的 
you qiu bi ying 有求必应 
yu lan pen jing 盂兰盆经 
yuan fen  缘分 
yuan li   愿力 
yuan wang  愿望 
yunqi   运气 
zongjiao  宗教 
~ fa ren  宗教法人 
~ huodong changsuo 宗教活动场所 
~ ju   宗教局 
~ minsu ~  民俗宗教 
~ minjian~  民间宗教 
~ shenfen  宗教身份 
~ tuanti  宗教团体 
~ jiao zhi ren yuan 宗教教职人员 
zai jia ren  在家人 
zai miao li zuo shi 在庙里做事 
zuo yigong  做义工 
zhide   值得 
zhong sheng  众生 
zhongxia qian  中下签 
zhu chi  住持 
zhumiao   住庙 
 
zhumiao xiuxing 住庙修行 
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